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Trần Hưng Đạo (1228–1300) Supreme Commander of Vietnam during the Trần Dynasty, he commanded
the Đại Việt armies that repelled three major Mongol invasions in the 13 th century—multiple victories over
the forces of Kublai Khan, the founder of the Mongol Empire—which are considered among the greatest
military feats in the world. He is regarded as one of the most accomplished military tacticians in history.
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Mon époux, descendant d’authentiques héros, a rangé sans regret écritoire et pinceau pour manier l’arc et
l’épée.
Jurant d’anéantir les ennemis du trône, il rêve d’enlever d’assaut les citadelles parcourir monts et vaux, et puis
un jour mourir avec pour tout linceul une peau de cheval\fn{ Coutume des troupes en campagne} ou renverser les roes
comme on souffle un duvet, voilà de tous les preux la suprême ambition!
Vêtu de sa cuirasse, il brusque les adieux, et on l’entend, dans la bourrasque de l’automne, faire claquer son
fouet sur le pont du Vi Thuy.\fn{Pont du Vi Thuy (en chinols Wei): allusion au Pont historique situé au S-E de Ham Zuong (Hsien
Yang), capitale de l’Ouest de la Chine sous la dynasti des Han (Ts’in 249-202 av. J.C.), rendu célèbre par la victoire d’un empereu: des
Duong (T’ang) sur les envahisseurs Dot Quyet}

L'onde dessous le pont, glisse pure et limpide, et l’herbe reste tendre, aux alentours du pont: c’est ici qu’il me
quitte, et mon cœur est brisé!
Pour venir avec lui, que ne suis-je un coursier, pour le porter sur l’eau, que ne suis-je une barque!
L’eau qui coule ne peut emporter ma tristesse, ni cette herbe embaumée dissipe ma douleur.
Je lui dis et redis les plus douces paroles, et ma main cherche en vain à retenir sa main.
A peine sommes-nous séparés d’un pas, qu’à nouveau je m’arrête!
Partout où vous irez, seigneur, mon áme vous suivra comme un rayon de lune!
Mais votre esprit déjà s’envole loin de moi pour chercher sur les monts les exploits et la gloire!
Notre coupe d’adieu n’est pas encore vidée qu’on vous voit brandir votre épée, votre pique pointée vers les
antres des fauves, pour imiter Gioi Tu qui soumit les Lau Lan,\fn{ Gioi Tu: nom d’un général des Han qui s’ilhustra dans la
répression d’une révoite des tribus Lau Lan} pour égaler Phuc Ba qui dompta les Man Khe.\fn{ Phuc Ba ou Dompteur des
vagues: titre décerné au général Ma Vien qui, à l’âge de 70 ans, remporta de grandes victoires sur les tribus Man Khe, sous la dynastie des
Han}

Votre manteau est rouge, comme les pourpres du couchant; votre cheval est blanc.
Comme neige éclatante.
Tintement des grelots et charge des tambours …
O mon époux!
Se peut-il que l’on soit l’un à l’autre arraché, et qu’ici brusquement divergent nos chemins?
Je me traîne hébétée au milieu de la route, suivant de mon regard les drapeaux qui s’éloignent.
L’avant-garde déjà s’approche du camp Lieu,\fn{ Camp Lieu: To Lieu est une localité de la province de Thiem Tay (Chen Si)
où he général Chu A Phu avait établi son quartier général. Par généralisation, ce terme est devenu synonyme de camp militaire } et la
cavalerie se déploie à Trang Zuong\fn{ Trang Zuong (Chang Yang): Ancienne sous-préfecture de la province de Ho Bac (Hou Pé),
célèbre par la magnificence d’un palais impérial. Le texte vietnamien comporte un jeu de mots intraduisible: les mots Lieu et Zuong
accolés signifient saule} tandis que les soldats l’escortent à la guerre, o saules qui bordez la route! Savez-vous quelle

atroce douleur déchire mes entrailles?
Le son des clairons n’est plus qu’un écho lointain, les drapeaux ne sont plus qu’une ligne ondoyante.
Mon époux a suivi la route des nuages, les guettant sur les monts, je devine ses pas.
J’ai le cœur angoissé quand je pense au foyer.
*
Je vous plains de subir mille maux, mille morts, avec pour tout soutien une épée, un harnais!
Vous affrontez le vent qui balaie les plaines, et franchissez les monts aux rayons de la lune, mille fois vous
lancez le trait en chevauchant, mille fois vous montez à l’assaut des remparts!
Qu’il est dur à gravir, le chemin de la gloire!
On se fatigue en vain sans goûter au repos!
Hélas! Me voici seule, enfermée dans ma chambre, et vous êtes là-bas, par-delà l’horizon, a qui puis-je confier
les peines de mon cœur?
O seigneur! M’enfermer est mon destin de femme, mais le vôtre est-il donc de vivre sur les routes?
J’espérais avec vous passer toute ma vie, comme un poisson dans l’eau. Je n’ai jamais pensé que vous seriez
nuées emportées par le vent, et que je serais l’eau qui ne peut vous rejoindre!
*
Je n’avais pas rêvé épouser un guerrier, vous n’aimiez pas non plus imiter ce Vuong Ton\fn{Vuong Ton: un
voyageur longtemps absent} qui toujours voyageait sans espoir de retour!
Pourquoi done sommes-nous séparés par les monts et les fleuves, pourquoi hélas! pleurer du matin jusqu’au soir?
Nous sommes tous les deux au printemps de la vie, heureux de nous aimer d’un amour partagé.
Notre couple est si jeune et si bien assorti, pourquoi done entre nous a-t-on mis ces distances, pourquoi nous
empécher hélas! de partager chaque jour de la vie nos soucis et nos joies?
Souvenez-vous: le jour de notre adieu, le loriot n’était pas venu siffler dessus le saule.
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Je vous ai demandé quand vous reviendriez, vous m’avez répondu: au chant du do quyen.\fn{Do Quyen: nom d’un
oiseau des marais qui pousse nuit et jour durant tout l’été des cris plaintifs. Les croyances populaires, s’appuyant sur la ressemblance de ses
cris avec le mot «quoc» (qui signifie pays), font du Do Quyen la réincarnation de l’empereur Thuc De qui, dépossédé de son royaume, s’en
allait inconsolable au travers des siècles réclamer son trône }
Mais le loriot et le do quyen ont vieilli, devant notre maison gazouille une hirondelle.
Souvenez-vous, lors de votre départ, l’abricotier n’ouvrait pas ses fleurs au vent d’est.
Je vous ai demandé quel jour vous rentreriez, vous m’avez bien promis: quand fleurit le pêcher.
Mais les fleurs de pêcher au vent se sont enfuies, et déjà les ketmies fanées jonchent les berges.
Nous avions rendez-vous près du mont de Lung Tay.\fn{Lung Tay: district de la province de Cam Tue (Kan Sou)}
Je ne vous ai pas vu quand j’y vins le matin!
Sur mes cheveux tressés tombaient des feuilles mortes, des oiseaux dans le bois s’appelaient en
chantant.
Vous m’aviez donné rendez-vous sur le pont de Ham Zuong.\fn{ Ham Duong: Citadelle au Sud du fleuve Han}
Le soir, en y venant, je n’ai vu votre trace!
Seul, un vent hésitant effleurait ma tunique, le flux se répandait sur le sable des rives.
Souvent j’ai recu des nouvelles, mais jamais revu mon époux!
Dans notre cour, les fleurs sèches du peuplier ont recouvert l’épais tapis de mousse; a chacun de mes pas
songeurs, mille pensées sont venues m’assaillir!
Vos lettres souvent me sont parvenues, mais jamais vous n’êtes rentré!
Jour après jour, les stores continuent de filtrer le soleil.
Que de rayons déjà ont traversé les stores, sur dix de vos promesses, neuf se sont perdues.
Je recompte les jours qui se sont écoulés depuis que vous avez au loin porté vos pas: les feuilles du lotus par
trois fois sont écloses.
Hélas! que je vous plains de trainer votre vie en ces confins perdus, de peiner sur la route obscure de Hoang
Hoa!\fn{Hoang Hoa: nom d’un massif montagneux du Son Tay (Chan Si) rendu célèbre par la victoire remportée par un empereur des
Duong (T’ang) sur une armée d’envahisseurs. D’autre part, les mots Hoang Hoa (fleurs jaunes) signifient également chrysanthèmes. Les
garnisons s’appelalent: villages de chrysanthèmes, le service militaire commençant et prenant toujours fin à la saison des chry santhèmes
(automne)}

Qui n’a pas d’affection et ne pense à ses proches?
Mère, épouse, enfant, languissent loin de vous!
Vous avez une mère, ses cheveux blancs flottent au vent, vous avez un enfant qui réclame des soins patients et
continuels.
Sur le seuil, tristement, elle guette vos pas.
À l’heure du repas, lui, attend sa becquée.
Comme un fils pieux.
De douceur et d’amour j’entoure votre mère.
Le soir, à votre place, sous la lampe, j’apprends à lire à notre enfant.
Et seule, voyez-vous, je soigne votre mère et j’instruis notre fils.
Loin de vous, les soucis sont bien lourds à porter!
Je pense à vous jour après jour, nuit près nuit, du printemps au printemps, de l’hiver à l’hiver!
*
Chaque année un peu plus se fane ma beauté, et vous vous attardez dans les régions lointaines!
Vous étiez mon ombre, et j’étais la vôtre, pourquoi devons-nous vivre séparés, comme l’étoile de l’aube et
l’étoile du soir?
Vous chevauchez sur les grands chemins assombris de nuages.
Je traîne mes sandals dans notre vieille allée envahie par la mousse.
De jour en jour, le vent printanier se fait rare, o seigneur! Que de jours n’avons-nous pas perdus!
Je me souviens du temps où les fleurs de garance ouvraient au souffle du printemps leurs pétales de pourpre et
d’or!\fn{La garance est réputée Reine des fleurs. Les espèces les plus célèbres étaient cultivées par les families Zieu et Nguy qui
donnérent leurs noms à deux variétés: les Zieu Hoang ou fleurs de garance jaunes et Nguy Tu ou fleurs de garance rouges }
Je rêve de l’instant heureux où Nguu Lang, pour retrouver sa Chuc Nu, traverse une fois l’an, sous la lune
d’automne, le pont d’oiseaux jeté sur le Fleuve d’Argent!\fn{ Fleuve d'Argent: la Voie Lactée}
Pauvre de moi qui vis sans joie dedans ma chambre solitaire.
Les beaux jours, un à un, s’en sont allés sans espoir de retour!
Le temps fuit comme la navette, et la jeunesse comme un rêve.
Mon chagrin de printemps n’est pas encore fini, que déjà la rancœur d’automne me saisit!
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Hélas! La douleur de l’absence l’emporte de bien loin sur les joies de l’union!
Accablée sous le poids des épreuves sans nombre, faible comme le jonc et comme le roseau, puis-je espérer
garder ma fraîcheur de printemps?
Voyez-vous, la gracieuse Van Quan elle-même\fn{ Trac Van Quan (Tcho Wen Kiun): jeune veuve célèbre par sa
beauté, son talent et ses amours avec Tu Ma Tuong Nhu (See Ma Siang Jou) poèe et musicien de la dynastie des Han } faisait pitié
quand ses cheveux devinrent blancs.
Et pour Phan Lang, le beau jeune home\fn{Phan Lang (Fen Lang) ou Phan Nhac, ou encore An Nhon: poète de
la dynastie des Tsin (265-419)} tout ne finit-il pas quand la neige des ans se glissa dans ses mèches brunes?
Je suis a l’âge où ma beauté comme une fleur s’épanouit.
Comment peut-on le retenir, ce temps qui coule sans arrêt?
O sort cruel! Où vont les jours de ma jeunesse?
Ne serai-je bientôt qu’une vieille sans charme?
Sur notre terrasse inondée de lune, seule, je viens rêver de vous!
Dans le pavilion tout couvert de fleurs, votre parfum ne s’est pas dissipé.
Pour avoir brisé ce bonheur parfait, j’adresse au Ciel mille et mille reproches.
Je ne cesse de pleurer sur mon sort que pour me torturer infiniment pour vous!
Ne voyez-vous pas, seigneur, ces oiseaux dans les champs qui jamais ne se quittent?
Ne voyez-vous pas, sur les toits ces hirondelles qui jamais ne se séparent?
Les insectes toujours s’ébattent côte-à-côte.
Les ailes des oiseaux se joignent dans leur vol.
Et regardez les plantes: les fleurs de lotus se rapprochent, les branches de saule se mêlent!
Voilà comment s’aiment bêtes et plantes!
Nous, qui sommes des humains, pourquoi donc imposer cette séparation!
Je veux dans notre existence proehaine, ne jamais vous quitter, comme ces oiseaux se touchant des ailes, et ces
plantes unissant leurs rameaux!
On vit, sans doute, au cours des âges, se renouer des amours malheureuses.
J’aime mieux toutefois vous suivre maintenant, que d’être à vos côtés pour toujours, mais plus tard!
O mon époux! que jamais vos cheveux ne blanchissent et je saurai pour vous conserver ma jeunesse!
*
Ah! si je pouvais devenir votre ombre, je vous suivrais partout où vous iriez!
Je saurais vous aider, dans la clarté du jour, à rermplir dignement votre devoir de sujet loyal, de fils pieux!
Votre cœur éclatant comme du vermilion.
Vous l’avez mis au service de la patrie.
Pour défendre le peuple, votre volonté est de fer!
Le matin au sang de Thuan Vu\fn{ Thuan Vu (Shan Yu): titre du chef des Hungs } vous pourrez vous désaltérer, et dans
le crâne des Nhuc Chi\fn{Nhuc Chi (Yuch Chi): tribu habitant la région limitrophe du Kan Sou } vous prendrez vos repas du
soir!
Cent fois vous frapperez et d’estoc et de taille.
Le Ciel protège les hommes loyaux vous vaincrez chaque fois, et vous pourrez en fin suspendre votre arc et
jeter vos flèches!
O victoire, à ce moment les étendards quitteront les frontières, vous rentrerez dans la Capitale en chantant!
Vos faits d’armes gravés au sommet des montagnes, vous irez devant l’Empereur offrir vos exploits en
hommage.
Dans le Fleuve d’Argent seront lavées vos armes\fn{ Allusion à ces vers de Tou Fou, célèbre poète chinois: Où trouver le
héros capable de faire descendre le Fleuve d’Argent | Pour y layer armes et cuirasses, et ne plus jamais s’en servir? } et la musique en
votre honneur retentira!
Homme au talent parfait, vous serez l’égal des généraux Tan et Hoac!\fn{ Tan Thuc Bao: général des T’ang surnommé
le Protecteur de l’Empire. Hoac Quang: général des Han }
Vous aurez votre nom incrit au Mirador,\fn{Lang Yen Cac (Mirador qui perce le brouillard): monument construit sous la
dynastic des T’ang pour commémorer les exploits de 24 héros, dont Tan Thuc Bao } votre statue dressée an Palais des
Licornes.\fn{Palais des Licornes, construit en 73 av. J.C. sous la dynastie des Han pour honorer la mémoire de 10 mandarins méritants,
parmi lesquels le général Hoac Quang}
Vous serez un grand homme, honoré, glorieux!
Et les stèles de marbre transmettront votre nom à la postérité.
Titres et dignites votre épouse et votre fils en jouissent.
Je ne suis pas sotte comme la femme de To Tan, vous ne valez pas moins que l’homme de Lac Zuong.
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Quand vous rentrerez, paré du Sceau d’or, sur mon métier à tisser, certes, je n’orerai faire la dédaigneuse!\fn
{To Tan (Su Chin): originaire de Lac Zuong (Lo Yang) à l’époque des Royau mes combattants (403-221 av. J.C.). Dana sa jeunese, sa
femme le méprisait à cause de sa pauvreté et ne se levait même pas de son métier à tisser pour le saluer à chaque retour, comme c’était le
devoir des épouses. Elle changea complétement d’attitude lorsque To Tan devint célèbre }

Je rangerai votre manteau.
Je vous ôterai la cuirasse.
Les époussetant, j’en ferai disparaître les couches de brume et de vent.
Pour vous, je verserai du yin dans des bols d’or, pour vous, ô mon époux, je me mettrai du fard, et je me
couvrirai de parfums enivrants, pour vous j’ouvrirai mes mouchoirs pour que vous y voyiez la trace de mes
larmes.
Et je vous chanterai mes vers pour que vous entendiez leur accent douloureux.
Laissant mes élégies pour de plus gais poèmes, nous nous ferons tout bas de longues confidences.
Je verserai du vin, doucement, tasse à tasse, je dirai tendrement mes vers dans un murmure.
D’alcool, de poésie bien des fois nous nous enivrerons, et jusqu’à nos vieux jours, nous vivrons côte-à-côte.
Ce bonheur lavera les années de tristesse et d’attente infinies!
Et précieusement, protégeant notre amour, nous jouirons des bienfaits de la paix.
O mon époux! C’est dans l’espoir d’un prompt retour, que je chante ces vers si pleins de ma tendresse.
278.130 The Complaints Of An Odalisque\fn{by Nguyen Gia Thieu (1741-1798)} Lieu Ngan Village, Thuan Thanh
District, Bac Ninh Province, Vietnam (M) 8
In the autumnal breeze I stay in the King’s harem,
Wrapped in a feather vest, still I seem to be frozen.
Oh Heaven, why do you hate us, these confined mates,
So that, frail creatures, we must endure this ill-fate?
*
Why did my auspicious love become a trial?
I think, and find that my life is in trouble …
Then, what caused my romance to become unsolved?
The more I think, the more I complain for my own self.
*
I furtively think of the early days of my life:
Full-grown, I was like a rose in the daylight.
The rose hadn’t yet opened its corolla to smile,
Other flowers soon faded and became vile.
*
My pretty face worried the hearts of other belles,
My lovely glance could even collapse a citadel.
When my graceful shadow loomed up through a blind,
Plants and weeds would have risen their sexual instincts.
*
Seduced, a fish would dive deep into the waters,
A high-flying swallow would feel dizzy and falter.
By my heavenly charms, a flower would be enticed,
Miss Tay-Thi\fn{A beautiful Chinese courtesan} would be dazed, miss Moon would be surprised.
*
Of famous poet Ly\fn{The Chinese poet Ly-Bach} I’d be the elder sister,
I’d outclass Vuong Duy, a talented painter.
In playing chess and drinking spirit, I excel,
Of Luu-Linh and De-Thich,\fn{A champion Chinese drinker and chess-player, respectively} I am a close friend.
*
At village moonlit concerts, I can be highly prized,
In playing flute, fellow Tieu I can equalize.
If I sing and dance artfully moving my arms,
The angel-dancers would have yielded to my charms.
*
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My gifts and beauty were famous in the kingdom,
The suitors increasingly loitered near my home.
They had only heard of my charms and not seen me,
Yet, their sexual desire had risen fiercely.
*
The springtime rose hasn’t yet unveiled its stamen,
The pure light hasn’t yet spread from the autumnal moon.
This earthly paradise has still locked its door,
This closed room has still kept its enticing odor.
*
Knights have attempted to show me their gallant homage,
Princes and dukes have inquired about my name and age.
The butterfly couldn’t yet enter the garden
To accost the lily and enjoy its stamen.
*
My heart is human, but it was cold with these wiles,
The profane weren’t worthy of the paradise.
A beauty didn’t bother to treat with trite matters,
For my smile, even a great fortune didn’t matter.
*
Why do Man’s affairs, in this way, keep going on?
Why let we our feet be leashed by the marriage bonds?
I lay down and thought of the common affairs,
And would have wanted to embrace a nun’s career.
*
Indeed, human life is nothing but illusion,
Nature submits it to unexpected variations.
Unmoved Fate forecasts even our simple actions,
Let alone for a marriage, a serious question.
*
Many of us by misfortunes are often hurt,
Indeed, we’re nothing but creatures with ravaged hearts.
It is why, when we come into existence,
We salute this world with harrowing laments!
*
We weep over the heart-breaking life conditions,
We complain of the unceasing transmutations.
From childhood till the age when his hair get gray,
To mishap, fear, death, Man is often a prey.
*
He fails, then succeeds, but his oldness is near,
His heart hardens by continual misadventures.
Unceasing life diseases tear his heart and brain,
Famine burns his intestines, coldness cuts his skin.
*
Dirty mud covers the heels of the fortune-seeker,
Sun rays burnish the face of the adventurer.
It pains me to think of the human frail creature:
A fragile foam in a sea of misadventures.
*
Our tongues become numb with constant bitter means,
The rocky, sinuous paths of life fray our heels.
A human existence is like a bark drifting
On a sea which tries to swallow it while surging.
*
The Creator has so ungenerous a hand,
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He enjoys drowning Man while Man is on firm land.
Life things are baked in an infernal melting pot,
They often change and draw Man into a bad lot.
*
An old temple may be a desert thereafter,
A theatre may become a place where no one loiters.
Cruel Destiny sows thorns on our passable ways,
And soon, with a shroud of age, it shortens our days.
*
Gentlemen are lured by riches and false honor,
Dukes are duped by vain glory and empty splendor.
How the ephemeral dream is pitiless,
Awakened, alas, we find that we’re penniless!
*
The mask of glory soon becomes a futility,
The bait of greatness is but a vanity.
To seek after power, a man endures misery,
And at last, for his friends, turns into a mockery.
*
God rules over our happiness and misfortune,
God leaves to us no self-determination.
The roulette party for a Man’s destiny
Is managed by God; we have to live blindly.
*
The Fate ruins and spoils even inert materials,
Even the nimble beasts gradually become dull.
Not only Man suffers this metamorphosis,
Destruction attacks even mountains and insects.
*
The once much frequented bridge now becomes idle,
A formerly crowded shanty now has no people.
Misfortune affects even valleys and mountains,
Flowers and weeds, too, are swept away by the time.
*
The vicissitude play shows its evidence,
My heart breaks when I think of our existence!
What remains after our common mortal span,
If not a small tomb covered by some frail plants?
*
What still induces us to long for a romance,
While we endure so many ills in our existence?
Life is so austere with its heart-piercing affairs,
Well, am I predestined to a nun’s career?
*
I had better become a pagoda servant,
And fly from all these troublesome sentiments.
Why do I remain attached to this vague gleam?
A happy life and love are nothing but a dream!
*
It is good to be friend with the wind and the moon,
It would be wonderful if I became a nun.
So, from the earthly annoyances I’ll be free,
How happy one is, if one is like stone and tree.
*
I’d have wanted to escape the rules of Nature,
And avoid the matrimonial bonds forever!
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But, in His decision, God was adamant:
God tied me down to marriage and foiled my attempt.
*
Perhaps, in former times, my faults were countless,
And now, am I punished for my licentiousness?
Or did I commit some misdeed in our God’s Court,
For being sentenced, at present, to this hard labor?
*
Let’s examine this: two birds, these dumb creatures,
Though being stupid, must unite with each other.
Male and female principles create human life.
It’s a universal rule: to be husband and wife.
*
As Destiny takes to lead us to this union,
We can’t avoid this harmonious relation.
Well, let’s comply with this celestial authority,
Let’s wait and see what my matrimony will be.
*
Oh Marriage Jinnee, your decision made nonsense:
By a stroke of fate, I became a courtesan.
How wonderful it was, that night—I remember,
I attended the royal fête, with many sisters.
*
I was a dahlia dreaming in the vernal rain,
Or a camellia, covered with a bridal veil.
The springtime flower timidly greeted the wind
Which hastened to commence its springly love-making.
*
The dancers’ multi-colored robes streamed friskily,
In moonlight, feather gowns showed their brilliancy.
Musicians struck up a song, a lovely melody,
Then, I seemed to be turned into a fairy.
*
Feather mattress exhaled a muscatel odor,
Moonlight reflected the dancers’ jewels’ splendor.
The king and I enjoyed intimate moments of love,
The butterfly was deeply seduced by the rose.
*
The languishing lute sound lulled us into a dream,
The nocturnal flute spread its complaining refrain.
My soul was led astray by this enticing concert,
The stranger the rhythm, the more passionate was my heart.
*
The King and I fell in love with sharp ardor,
Both were determined to marry each other,
The rose, towards its king, was deeply grateful,
To deserve this renown: to be noble and beautiful.
*
All day long, I enjoyed the innermost favors
Of the king (I was close to him every hour).
I had been predestined to my royal lover,
Without using the “mulberry-leaves” maneuvers.
*
Frequently, in moonlight, he gently embraced me,
And often, in the palace, we joked lovingly.
He was very pleased with my natural grace,
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I was equally pretty, without rouging my face.
*
The monarch cherished me like a precious sapphire,
He coddled me and yielded to all my desires.
Indeed, a woman’s beauty, having no venom,
Can poison everyone and overthrow a kingdom!
*
In the Royal Garden and the Spring Pavilion,
I entertained the king with my melodious songs.
With him I passed the night and enjoyed his warm love,
I was prettier, in the dim light of our alcove.
*
I had the privilege of staying near the king
In the Royal Palace and enjoyed his blessing.
I think, even if one possesses a fortune,
One couldn’t afford to enjoy this honeymoon!
*
I laughed, then grimaced (to further entice the king),
I teased flowers, then strolled in a sulky swing.
I affected kind gestures to enhance my charms,
To be worthy of this renown: a beautiful girl.
*
The mountain orchids which went astray to the plain,
Indeed, have exhaled their royal perfume in vain!
I thought: As my marriage met with such a good chance,
Then, my mother wouldn’t regret for her infant!
*
We often looked at the picture of two swallows
Flying together and admired the intertwined flowers:
Might these images testify to our attachment,
Might we swear our faith on “July the Seventh.”
*
I thought: “As I’m a member of the royalty,
Evidently, my life will be pretty happy.
The longer I stay, the better will be my future,
So, may I be redeemed for my odd adventure.”
*
Alas! The King’s passion faded year after year,
His love, by itself, had gradually disappeared.
I have never doubted the wheel of Destiny,
A sorrowful widow, I’ve turned out to be.
*
Why does the King, who is incontestably just,
Not pay his royal attention to my disgust?
As he possesses thousands of pretty courtesans,
He only looks at the nearest environment.
*
I am a fisher who, at a pond, sits in wait
For sated barbels which will never take the bait.
Obviously, it’s impossible, in the King’s heart,
To get a place, while he owns three thousand girls.
*
As I have overrated my “rare” beauty,
And thought: “My marriage must be favored, certainly.”
Alas! Destiny brought me into ridicule,
Hardly it had favored me, then left me sorrowful.
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*
I am left alone, with my shade, in the harem,
All night long, I am waiting for the King to come.
How ungrateful you are, oh my august friend!
You left me, after gorging yourself with my stamen.
*
On rainy nights, I have been waiting for you
I my room. I was sleepless, as the wind blew.
I am alone: though being wrapped up, I am stone-cold.
How lonely a woman is, when her lover has gone!
*
Melancholic, I sleep at noon or in the twilight,
My thoughts flitter about, like a butterfly.
A gloomy silence reigns in this desert harem,
The breeze blows through windows, the dew moistens the blinds.
*
The path which the King’s chariot (drawn by he-goats)
Took to reach me, is now covered with grass and moss.
The Tan palace where, with me, he attended concerts
Is now desert. Snow freezes blanket and mattress.
*
All day long, I wait for his news which never comes,
I pass many nights merely to hear the bell’s sound.
Alas! How chilly I am, in sleeping alone,
In the dim light of a lamp and a vague perfume.
*
I no longer admire the “Love Girl” image
On my wall, and sadly look at the King’s palace.
I stroll, complaining about my lot, and sit down,
I talk to flowers and show my griefs to the moon.
*
Innumerable annoyances worry my heart,
Nonchalantly, I shamble along; what a disgust!
The flower, by the butterfly, is now disdained,
It fades away and the wind rips up its stamen.
*
At night, I lounge in the harem, how and again,
Oh my friend, by this sorrow you cause me to be slain!
My royal friend slays me not with a sharp knife,
Perversely, by boredom, he wants to end my life!
*
Oh Marriage Jinnee, if you don‘t want to help me,
Fine! But why do you confine me in this blind alley?
Without regret, I’d want to break off this alliance,
I’d want to break jail and flee, out of patience.
*
I remember this path, which we liked to frequent
Last year. And the rose you picked when it was verdant.
In our palace, which houses a phoenix on the fly,
Our “Fairy Trip” pillows still lie side by side.
*
Now, things have changed: He has abandoned me,
Once a wise lady, I now become a little silly.
Oh my august friend, you have so flighty a heart,
Now, I regret my spring and endure this ill-luck.
*
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I think of the moment when, in the Tan palace,
You picked a willow branch, in its early freshness.
The vernal gown wore when I was close to you
Is still here, to testify to our tender love.
*
Now, my lord, you have resolutely disdained me,
So, unexpectedly, friendless I’ve turned out to be.
Oh Heaven, why do you challenge me by confining
Me in this calvary, with a lamp growing dim?
*
In such a spectacle of faded flowers, dimmed moon,
My heart burns, every time the twilight returns.
Dusk succeeds to dusk, in a monotonous round,
The King’s love, alas! I’m tired of this illusion.
*
I care about my growing age, like a faint moon,
Or a fallen flower, which can attract no one.
How sad my love is and how charmless the world is,
This world frames this love, which causes these worries.
*
Every time the cool breeze shook the frail maize branch,
Then I heard a whisper away in the distance.
I thought: “The carriage is getting near my apartment,”
And hastened, with incense smoke, to scent my garment.
*
Alas! It was only the cricket’s complaint,
Which languorously mourned for my being confined.
Then, nothing happened, if not a dead silence,
There was only the cold haze and a fire-flies’ dance.
*
When the blue moonlight diffused all over the sky,
I heard, close to my palace, a hurrying cry.
I took it for a call of the King’s servant,
And powdered my face and damped myself with scent.
*
Alas! It was only a woodcock’s whining,
That mourns for a confined widow and a lost spring.
I saw no one coming, oh melancholy
Oh coldness! The flowers’ corolla fell sadly …
*
Loudly uttered, the royal laugh becomes shocking,
The kinglike living, once cherished, is now fading.
If only I was aware of the King’s inconstancy,
I’d have preferred a marriage in simplicity.
*
If I were aware of my ill-luck, then I’d have
Thrust aside this love, even if for a fortune!
The more I think, the more I grieve over my lot,
Once I have gone astray, I’m quite at a loss.
*
Now, I am disgusted with the royal repasts,
And find a simple meal fairly fit for my taste.
I’d prefer a loyal husband and many children
To this royal marriage (which is so repellent).
*
If I was cautioned in time of my ill-fate,
14

I wouldn’t have been exacting in choosing a mate!
Indeed, it’s better to lead a peasant’s life,
Than to be a courtesan and a despised wife.
*
Now, I pass dull evenings, weighed down with worries,
Having the moon and a lamp to keep company
I’d want to entertain myself or to sing,
But my laugh sounds a sob, my songs are so boring.
*
My sorrows burn my heart and screw up my eyebrows,
My rosy tears wet and fade my face’s rouge.
At present, I like no more this modest pastime:
To drink tears; to stir up the lighted incense.
*
I am away from the King only by an inch,
However, why must I endure this misfortune?
Let’s see: the Ngau couple, compelled to live apart,
Are even allowed to meet each other once a year.
*
As for me, one of the King’s once beloved friends,
Year after year, I must stay alone in this harem.
Obviously, it is insensible—your flighty heart,
How can I revive our idyll, oh my monarch!
*
In the Royal Garden, the rose keeps on smiling
At sunshine (for the bee, the rose is waiting).
I am a girl who, on the bank of a river,
Though being deceived, always waits for her lover.
*
This desperate love always haunts my heart and eyes,
My sexual sense, of itself, continues to rise.
Awake, I always dream of the voluptuous thrills
I felt when we shared the delights of our idyll.
*
Isn’t my august friend aware of my sentiments?
And then, he still leaves me alone in confinement …
Oh East Wind, for what do you avenge yourself on me?
So, in your garden, I remain a detainee.
*
The hand of the Destiny is too perverse,
It makes me, of this “Golden House”, an enchanted guest.
I pensively sit and muse on the things of life,
I’d want to scream out, to get rid of my ire.
*
The King is cold with me; for others, his heart warms,
So far, however, I haven’t lost too much charms.
Oh Marriage Jinnee, why do you so deride me?
Once a beauty, now I lapse into vulgarity.
*
I am disgusted with all things of this world.
In the face of this sad circumstance, my head burns.
The lamp and the couple of flowers witnessing
My first moments with the King, are still present.
*
Then, my lord, you have so inconstant a heart …
And what is the root cause of my being disgraced?
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Oh my old maid-servant, you who know all my pains,
Why don’t you report them to our sovereign?
*
In this stormy night, in my room, I stay alone.
Chilled, I hear the raindrops making the clockwork sounds.
Sadness is everywhere; glow-worms friskily dance,
Haze exhales in the air, the bluish light of the lamp.
*
Hardly can I sleep, the clepsydra\fn{An ancient time-measuring device worked by a flow of water} has just drained,
This sorry plight, alas! What a discouragement!
I recall my story, my languor is immense;
Of all my gone love, I am reminiscent …
*
Our mortal span passes swiftly, while I keep on
Boundlessly, ruminating on my misfortune.
If one day, these words the monarch happens to hear,
How can I offer him my charms of yester-year?
158.43 Grève de Coquillages\fn{by Bui Huy Bich (1744-1818)} Dinh Cong Village, nr. Hanoi, Hanoi Capital Region,
Vietnam (M) 1
Cette grève de coquillages, quelle en est donc l’origine?
Elle s’étend du Sud au Nord, du temple du roi Thuc\fn{ An Duong Vuong, fondateur du pays Au Lac, régna de 257 à 208
avant J.C.} sur le Mont de la Nuit jusqu’au fleuve du Sieur Phung.\fn{ La rivière Bung, au nord du district de Dien Chau. }
Sur un espace de deux lieues, des coquillages, réduits en poudre, s’y entassent en couches innombrables.
Sur cinq pieds d’épaisseur, ils s’agglutinent, se confondant avec du sable et de la terre.
Les habitants du lieu creusent la grève et des blocs obtenus, séchés au soleil, font des briques, des socles de
fondations ou les façonnent en forme d’éléphants et de chevaux qui seront remis en offrandes aux autels des
génies.
La grève se trouve à moins de deux lieues des ports de La Nham et de Truong Bich. La mer autrefois s’étendait
jusqu’ici. Avec les bouleversements du ciel et de la terre, sus l’action des tourbillons de vent et de la violence des
flots, des coquillages agglomérés forment cette grève, on ne sait depuis combien d’années. A voir cette roche
désséchée, où apparaissent çà et là quelques veines, on peut penser qu’elle appartenait au rivage transformé sous
l’action du vent et du soleil.
En quelle année survint cette transformation, à quelle époque s’opéra une telle agglomération? Serait-ce au
temps où ciel et terre se confondaient dans le chaos, et dont seules quelques traces subsistent de nos jours? Pour
avoir quelque clarté sur tout cela, allons demander au philosophe Hoi Ong.\fn{ Le philosophe chinois Chou Hy (dynastie
des Song) a parlé des coquillages sur les hautes montagnes. }
J’écoute la musique de la marée, je déclame la poésie du vent d’automne.
Je médite longuement sur l’infini de l’univers.
L’océan aujourd’hui n’est plus qu’un banc de sable, mais qui peut affirmer que demain ce banc de sable ne
redevienne l’océan?
L’univers est infini, où commence et où finit-il?
Nous n’avons pu en connaître les débuts. Il ne nous est pas donné d’en connaître la fin. Mais dans ses
contractions, ses extensions, son :mouvement perpétuel de va-et-vient, l’univers depuis des millénaires est soumis
à une loi unique.
La connaissant, nous communions réellement avec le Ciel et la Terre.
Combien vaste et profonde est la culture du Sage! Elle atteint à l’immensité mais elle saisit aussi l’infiniment
petit.
S’élevant au plus haut degré de lumière, elle suit la Voie du Juste milieu.
158.44 Edit d’Accession au Trone\fn{by Ngo Thi Nham (1746-1803)} Ta Thanh Oai, Thanh Qai District, Ha Tây
Province, Vietnam (M) 1
Je le dis: Les Cinq Empereurs\fn{ Allusion à des empereurs et rois de l’antiquité chinoise (Phue Hy, Than Nông, Hoang De,
issus de cinq familles différentes s’étaient succédé pour remplir le mandat du Ciel, les Trois

Nghieu, Thuan.}

16

Dynasties royales\fn{Trois dynasties chinoises: Hsia (21-16e siècle A.C.), Chang (11e siècle A.C.), Tcheou (11e-3e Siècle A.C.). }
avaient agi différemment selon les époques, tous avaient inauguré une ère nouvelle. La voie peut varier, les temps
peuvent étre propices ou défavorables, mais le Saint n’a qu’une ligne de conduite: suivre la voie du Ciel pour
gouverner le pays, se faire père et mère du peuple.
En notre pays Viet, depuis que les dynasties Dinh, Lê, Ly, Tran\fn{ Dynasties des Dinh (968-980), des Le antérieurs (9801009), des Ly (1010-1226), des Tran (1226-1400).} ont fondé et consolidé la nation, nous avons compté des rois sages et
clairvoyants issus de familles différentes. Prospérité ou décadence, règne durable ou non, le Ciel en décide, non la
volanté d’un homme. Ces derniers temps, la dynastie des Lê\fn{ Les Lê postéieurs (1428-1789).} a perdu toute autorité,
les familles Trinh et Nguyên se sont partagé le payss.\fn{ Les rois Lê ne gouvernaient que de nom. Les seigneurs Trinh
détenaient le pouvoir au Nord et les seigneurs Nguyên su Sud. } Depuis plus de deux cents ans, les règles du gouvernement
sont en pleine confusion, le Roi Lê n’a plus qu’un pouvoir nominal, les mandarins influents, de leur propre chef,
s’arrogent des pouvoirs, les grands principes régissant le Ciel et la Terre gravement violés ne peuvent plus être
restaurés. Jamais la situation n’a été si grave, et les guerres intestines fomentées ces dernières années entre le
Nord et Ie Sud ont plongé le peuple dans la boue et le sang.
Originaire des Monts de l’Ouest,\fn{ Village de Tay Son (mont de l’Ouest), dans la province de binh Dinh, au Sud du Viet
Nam.} je suis comme vous tous, vêtu d’étoffe grossière, je n’ai pas un seul arpent de terre, et jamais je n’ai
ambitionné de devenir Roi. Mais j’ai dû répondre aux aspirations du peuple qui déteste l’anarchie et espère
ardemment avoir un monarque clairvoyant capable d’apporter la paix et la prospérité. J’ai donc rassemblé les
partisans de la juste cause et, affublé d’un manteau de feuilles, roulant sur des chars en bambou, je suis parti
débrousser les forêts et percer les montagnes, aider le Roi mon aîné\fn{ Nguyên Nhac.} dans de longues expéditions
militaires, pour jeter les assises de l’Etat dans les territoires de l’ouest, garantir la paix du côté du Siam et du
Cambodge, conquérir Phu Xuan,\fn{Hue.} marcher jusqu’à Thang Long.\fn{Hanoi.} Tout cela pour mettre fin aux
troubles, sauver le peuple du feu et du sang, rendre au Roi Lê le royaume, restituer ses territoires au Roi mon aîné.
Après quoi, vêtu de brocart et portant des chaussures brodées, j’aimerais voyager pour plaisir, visitant les deux
régions, me rejouissant du spectacle de la paix et de la joie.
Le cours des événements en a décidé autrement, je n’ai pu faire comme je le voulais. J’ai deux fois remis les
rois Lê sur leur trône, mais le roi héritier n’a pas su garder son royaume et s’est enfui du pays. Les lettrés comme
le peuple du Nord se détournent des Lê et me font confiance. Le Roi mon aîné, accablé de fatigue, veut garder
seulement la préfecture de Qui Nhon avec le titre modeste de “Prince de l’Ouest,” remettant entre mes mains tout
le Sud, un vaste territoire s’étendant sur plusieurs milliers de lieues. Me sachant de loin inférieur aux anciens en
talent et en vertu, je m’effraie à la pensée de gouverner un pays si étendu, avec une population si nombreuse,
comme si je devais diriger un char de six chevaux avec des rênes usées,
Récemment, les généraux, les mandarins civils et militaires, les vassaux, tous ont formulé le vœu que j’instaure
au plus vite le nouveau règne pour rallier les esprits. A deux ou trois reprises, ils m’ont presenté leur supplique et,
sans s’être aucunement concertés, tous ont exprimé le désir de me voir accéder au trône. A mon avis, la nation est
un bien sacré et mériter le trône accordé par le Ciel est bien ardu; j’ai grand peur de ne pouvoir remplir cette
lourde tâche. Mais des millions d’hommes des quatre océans se sont rassemblés, plaçant leur confiance en moi,
c’est bien le Ciel qui l’a voulu, et non les hommes. Obéissant à cette volanté suprême, en accord avec les
aspirations du peuple, je n’ai pu m’obstiner dans mon refus. Je choisis donc le 22e jour du Ile mois de cette
année\fn{1788.} pour accéder au trône impérial, et proclame la première année du nouveau règne Quang Trung.
O vous, millions et millions de sujets, issus des cent familles!\fn{ Cent familles: le peuple.} Oyez les hautes paroles
du Trône magnanime; pour tous, ce sont là des préceptes à suivre! Les devoirs d’humanité, de fidélité, de loyauté
et de droiture constituent la grande voie de l’homme. Avec tout le peuple, je vais maintenant les mettre en
exécution pour instaurer une ère nouvelle, pour suivre le brillant exemple des Rois saints du passé, faisant de
l’éducation du peuple la base du gouvernement.
1. Dans les treize provinces, les impôts fonciers, les corvées, les taxes sont exonérés de moitié cette année.
Dans les régions dévastées par la guerre, l’exemption totale en est accordée, après enquête par les autorités
compétentes.
2. Les fonctionnaires et les gens du peuple attachés à la dynastie ancienne, qui ant encouru une condamnation
pénale, sont amnistiés, sauf pour les crimes de haute trahison et portant gravement atteinte à l’ordre public.
3. Quant aux temples des génies, ceux qui donnent lieu à des pratiques contraires à la morale seront rayés du
“registre du culte.” Les génies célestes et les génies humains comprenant les sujets loyaux, les fils pieux, les
femmes fidèles déjà consacrés par les dynasties antérieures sont reconnus et promus d’un grade.
4. Les officiels civils et militaires de l’ancienne dynastie qui ant suivi le roi dans sa fuite, sont autorisés à
rentrer chez eux. Ceux qui ne veulent pas participer aux fonctions publiques sont libres d’agir à leur gré.
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5. Au Nord comme au Sud, pour l’habillement, que le peuple continue à suivre les us et coutumes locaux. Seul
le costume officiel de Cour doit être régi par la règlementation nouvelle.
*
Le Ciel, dans l’intérêt du peuple, a instauré le Roi, le Maître, pour aider l’Empereur d’en haut à faire régner la
sécurité aux quatre points cardinaux. Aujourd’hui que le pays m’échoit, je guiderai le peuple dans la Grande Voie,
je le conduis au Palais du Printemps, où règnent la prospérité et le bonheur. Que tous mes sujets vaquent à leurs
tâches respectives, sans tomber dans les errements et le mal. Que les mandarins et officiers fassent preuve de
justice et d’intégrité, que le peuple vive dans la joie, respectant les lois et coutumes. L’éducation et l’instruction
pénétreront partout, faisant fleurir la concorde, restaurant la prospérité de l’époque des Cinq Empereurs et des
Trois Dynasties royales, assurant un bonheur sans bornes, sous les auspices des mânes des Illustres ancêtres
honorés dans les temples dynastiques et des Génies du Sol et des Céréales. Quelle perspective magnifique, n’st ce
pas?
279.133 Excerpt from The Tale Of Kieu\fn{by Nguyen Du (1765-1820)} Tien Dien Village, Nghi Xuan District, Ha
Tinh Province, Vietnam (M) 11
1
A hundred years—in this life span on earth,
how apt to clash, talent and destiny!
Men’s fortunes change even as nature shifts—
the sea now rolls where mulberry fields grew.
One watches things that make one sick at heart.
This is the law: no gain without a loss, and
Heaven hurts fair women for sheer spite.
*
By lamplight turn these scented leaves and read
a tale of love recorded in old books.
Once, when Chia-ch’ing\fn{The title of Emperor Shih-tsung (reigned 1522-1566)} sat on the throne of Ming,
all lived in peace—both Capitals were safe.\fn{ Ming China had two capitals, Peking and Nanking}
*
In the Vuong clan there was an alderman
of modest wealth and station in the world.
He had a last-born son, Vuong Quan—his hope
to carry on a line of learned folk.
Two girls, both beautiful, had come before:
Thuy Kieu the elder, the younger Thuy Van.
Lissome of body, pure of soul, each girl
was her own self and perfect in her way.
*
In dignity, Van was beyond compare—
her face a moon, her eyebrows two full curves;
her smile a flower, her voice the sound of jade;
her hair the sheen of clouds, her skin like snow.
*
Yet Kieu possessed a keener, deeper charm—
she excelled Van in talent and in looks.
Her eyes were autumn streams, her brows spring hills.
The flowers and willows envied her fresh hue.
A glance or two from her, and cities rocked!
Supreme in loveliness, she had few peers
in skills and arts. By Heaven graced with wit,
she learned to rhyme and paint, and she could sing.
In music she had mastered all five tones\fn{ Of the traditional Chinese scale}
and played the pi-pa\fn{A four-stringed pear-shaped guitar, later on in this poem called a lute } far better than Ai
Chang.\fn{The most famous Han performer }
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She had composed a tune called Cruel Fate
to mourn all women in soul-rending strains.
*
No girl of gentle birth could rival Kieu.
In the spring flush of youth she neared that time
when maidens pinned their hair\fn{At the age of 15, indicating they were of marriagable age } in solemn rites.
Still sheltered, she was kept behind drawn drapes.
Outside the Eastern wall,\fn{ A symbolic expression for an illicit love tryst } her suitors swarmed
like bees and butterflies and left unseen.
*
Swift swallows and spring days were shuttling by—
of ninety radiant ones three score had fled.
Young grasses spread a mat to the sky’s rim,
and blossoms put white speckles on pear boughs.
Now came the Feast of Light\fn{ A spring festival in China } in the third month,
with graveyard rites and outings on the green.
As merry pilgrims flocked from far and near,
Quan and his sisters went for a spring stroll.
*
Fine men and comely women on parade!
A crush of clothes! A rush of wheels and steeds!
Over the huddled graves they strewed and burned
sham gold and paper coins, and ashes flew.
*
Then when the sun was dipping in the west,
the young folk hand in hand started for home.
In leisured steps they walked along a brook,
admiring here and there a pretty view.
The streamlet ran and wound its bubbly course
beneath a little bridge that spanned the banks.
Beside the road loomed up a mound of earth
with shriveled weeds, half yellow and half green.
*
Kieu, puzzled, asked: “Now is the Feast of Light—
why is no incense burning for this grave?”
Vuong Quan told her this tale from first to last:
“Dam Tien, the singer, was a harlot, too.
Renowned for looks and gifts, she had her day.
A pack of lovers jostled at her door.
Alas, a rose is fragile. In mid-spring,
the rose stem broke—the fragrant bloom was dead.
From a far land a stranger came one day
to woo and win this girl of high repute.
But when the lover’s boat sailed into port,
the pin had snapped in two, the pitcher sunk!\fn{ Chinese metaphors for the death of one’s wife or ladylove }
Her chamber, empty now, was cold and still.
Wheel tracks were vanishing beneath the moss.
He wept, full of a grief no words could tell:
‘How harsh the fate that has kept us apart!
Since in this life we are not meant to meet,
let me pledge you my troth for our next life.’
He then procured a coffin and a hearse,
and in this shallow grave laid her to rest—
among the weeds and flowers. For many moons,
no kin nor friend has come to claim this tomb,
and no one has stopped here to pay respects.”
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*
A well of pity lay within Kieu’s heart—
as soon as she had heard, her tears burst forth:
“How sorrowful is woman’s lot!” she cried.
“How sternly fate will deal with all of us!
Creator, why are you so mean and cruel,
blighting green days and fading rosy cheeks?
In life she played the wife to all the world,
alas, to end in hell without a man!
Where are they now, who once shared her embrace?
Where are they now, who once vied for her charms?
Since no one deigns to cast a glance her way,
while I am here I’ll light some incense sticks
to mark the day I came across her grave.
Perhaps down by the Yellow Springs\fn{The netherworld} she’ll know.”
*
Kieu prayed in mumbled tones, then she knelt down
to make a few low bows before the tomb.
Dusk gathered on the patch of dying weeds.
Reed tassels shivered in the passing breeze.
She pulled a pin out of her hair and graved
four lines of cut-off verse on a tree’s bark.
Lost in tranced reverie, without a word,
she tarried there and would not take her leave.
The cloud upon her face grew darker yet—
as sorrow ebbed and flowed, tears dripped or streamed.
*
“Sister, you truly make me laugh,” said Van,
“wasting your tears on one long dead and gone!”
Kieu answered: “Since the universe began,
when have fair women known a happy fate?
As I see her lie there, it hurts to think
what will become of me in later life.”
*
“That’s a fine way to talk!” protested Quan.
“It grates the ear to hear you put yourself
in Dam Tien’s plight. Let’s shun this morbid air.
Day’s fading and there’s still a long way home.”
*
“When one who shines in talent dies,” said Kieu,
“the body perishes, but not the soul.
Perhaps in her I’ve found a kindred heart.
If so I’ll wait, and soon she will appear!”
*
Before they could respond to what she said,
a whirlwind rose from nowhere, raged and raved,
scattering the tender buds and shaking trees
and leaving whiffs of perfume in the air.
Now following the path the whirlwind took,
they plainly saw fresh footprints on the moss.
They stared at one another, terror-struck.
“You listened to my prayer, Dam Tien!” Kieu cried.
“To join our kindred hearts our paths have crossed,
and beyond life and death sisters have met!”
*
Thus manifest to sight the ghost had come—
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to her quatrain Kieu added words of thanks.
A poet’s feelings flowed and brooked no bounds:
upon the bark she wrote an old-style poem.\fn{One not subject to length, time and tone restrictions, the better to express a flood
of feelings}
*
To leave or stay—they all were wavering still
when drawing near they heard the sound of bells.
They saw a youthful scholar come their way
astride a colt he rode with slackened rein.
He carried half a bagful of love poems,
and page-boys tended him, tagging behind:
His frisky horse had a coat white as snow.
His gown commingled tints of grass and sky.
No sooner had he spied them from afar
than he dismounted and walked straight to them.
In his embroidered shoes he trod the grass,
a figure shining like ruby and jade.
Young Vuong stepped forth to greet one that he knew
while two shy maidens hid behind the flowers.
*
He came from somewhere not so far away—
Kim Trong, a scion of the noblest stock.
From a clan blessed with talent and with wealth,
nature and nurture both had formed his mind.
Looks and manners set him above the crowd.
At home he led the gracious life of books,
and in the world he gave with open hand.
Since birth lie had lived always in these parts—
he and young Vuong had gone to the same school.
*
His neighbors’ fame had spread and reached his ears:
two beauties locked in a Bronze Sparrow Tower!\fn{A reference to the vow made by Ts’ao Ts’ao of Wei (155-220AD) who
vowed to defeat the state of Wu, capture the two beautiful Ch’iao sisters and carry them off to his palace in Hunan, called the Bronze Sparrow Tower}

But, as if hills and streams had barred the way,
he had long sighed and dreamt of them in vain.
How lucky then, at this time of new leaves,
to wander off and find his sought-for flowers!
Afar he caught a glimpse of Van and Kieu:
orchid in spring, chrysanthemum in fall,
both were enchanting—each in her own season!
*
Beautiful girl and talented young man—
what their hearts felt, their eyes still dared not say.
They stood entranced, half waking, half in dream—
they could not stay, nor would they soon depart.
The dusk of sunset prompted gloomy thoughts—
he left, and longingly she watched him go.
Below, still pure and clear, the brook flowed on,
and by the bridge the willows swished their leaves.
*
When Kieu got home behind her flowered drapes,
the sun had set, the curfew gong had rung.
At the window the moon was peering in.
It splashed ripples of gold across the waves,
projected dark tree shadows on the yard.
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A camellia drooped east, toward the next house.
As dewdrops fell, the spring branch bent and bowed.
*
Alone, in silence, Kieu gazed at the moon,
her heart a raveled coil of fears and hopes:
“How could that girl have come to such a pass?
A wretched end to such a glittering life!
And why should I have met him on my way
unless fate meant some tie between us two?”
Her bosom heaved in turmoil, she poured forth
a wondrous lyric fraught with all she felt.
*
A tilting moon shone starkly through the blinds.
Kieu leaned against a rail and fell asleep.
Now out of nowhere there appeared a girl
with worldly glamor joined to childlike grace:
face washed with dewdrops, body clad in snow,
and hovering feet, two golden lotus blooms.
*
With joy Kieu hailed the stranger, asking her:
“Did you stray here from the Peach Blossom Source?”\fn{ Referring to a prose piece by T’ao Ch’ien (365-427AD) which tells
of a fisherman who, losing his way, wandered into an arcadia through a small opening in the side of a hill, near where peace blossoms were
in bloom}

“We two are sister souls,” the other said.
“Have you forgotten? We met just today.
My chilly resting-place lies west of here,
above a gurgling brook, beneath a bridge.
Who else but you has stooped to notice me
and strew poetic jewels on my grave?
I showed them to the League Chief\fn{The head of the League of Sorrow, women of beauty and talent doomed by fate } and was
told
your name was there, in the Book of the Damned;
that is the fruit of deeds in your past lives.
You are no stranger—you and I belong
to the same League and ride in the same boat.
Here are ten subjects that the Chief just set.
Once more pray work your magic with a brush!”
*
Kieu did as ordered. With a nymphlike grace
and lightning strokes of brush, she wrote ten songs.
Dam Tien read them and marveled to herself:
“Rich-wrought embroidery from a heart of gold!
In the Book of the Damned, which one of us
could surpass her and carry off the prize?”
*
On the threshold the ghost had turned to leave,
but Kieu would hold her back and talk some more.
A sudden gust of wind disturbed the blinds:
Kieu woke and knew it all had been a dream.
She looked around: no one was to be seen,
though hints of perfume lingered in the air.
*
The night was deepening. Lonely, distraught,
Kieu viewed the way ahead with doubt and fear.
A storm-tossed rose, a duckweed cut adrift—
such was her future, all she’d ever he.
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Her inmost feelings rose, wave upon wave—
again and yet again she broke and cried.
*
Her sobs were carried through the figured drapes.
Wakened, her mother asked: “What troubles you
that you still stir and fret at dead of night,
and tears rain down on your pear-blossom face?”
“This young and foolish daughter,” answered Kieu,
“has caused you two nothing but pain and care!
Today, while walking, I found Dam Tien’s grave—
then in a dream, tonight, I saw her here.
She said that I, like her, am of the Damned,
and asked me to write verse upon that theme.
As I interpret what the dream portends,
my life in days ahead won’t come to much!”
Her mother said: “Are dreams such solid grounds
that you will build thereon a tale of woe?”
*
Kieu tried to heed her mother’s chiding voice,
but soon her tears arose and flowed again.
Outside, an oriole began to chirp—
a willow catkin dropped, to drift next door.
By now the moonbeams fell aslant the eaves.
Kieu stayed alone—alone with her own grief.
*
How strange the race of lovers! Try as one will,
one can’t unsnarl their hearts’ entangled threads.
*
Back in his room, surrounded by his books,
Kim could not shut Kieu’s image from his mind.
He drained the cup of gloom—it filled anew;
one day away from her: three autumns long.
Now silken curtains veiled her like a cloud—
he moved in the world’s dust but lived in dreams.
As the moon waned and the lamp sputtered low,
his face yearned for her face, his heart for hers.
The study-room grew still and cold as ice—
brushes lay dry, lute strings hung loose on frets.
A rustling breeze played music on the blinds.
He vainly kindled incense and drank tea,
craving her scent and missing love’s sweet taste.
Unless the heavens destined her for him,
why had the temptress come and teased his eyes?
Racked with desire, he pictured place and girl:
he rushed back to the scene where they had met.
He could still view the meadow, lush and green,
and the unmuddied stream—but nothing more.
The breeze at twilight stirred a mood of woe—
the sedges shook their heads in seeming taunts.
Fancy supplies all that the mind forgets—
in search of Kieu, he dashed toward the Blue Bridge.\fn{A metaphor for any place where one encounters a beautiful girl whom
one is to wed}
*
Locked gates and high steep walls enshrined the girl.
No stream to float the Crimson Leaf of love!\fn{ Referring to a story in which a T’ang man found a crimson leaf on a stream
flowing out of the Imperial Palace bearing a poem written by a member of the Imperial harem—who by chance found the answer he
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wrote on another leaf which he floated in to her }
bluebird\fn{In romantic literature, the harbringer of love}

No passage for the
to bear news!
The willows’ scattered locks of silk drooped down.
An oriole mocked him upon the branch.
All doors were shut. He found no sign of Kieu
near the front steps bestrewn with fallen flowers.
*
He stood and waited for a long, long time.
Then he walked to the rear, and there he saw—
a house to let! The owner was away—
a merchant seeking wealth in heathen climes.
*
Young Kim, as student, came to rent the place—
he settled in with brushes, books, and lute.
An ideal site with rock garden and trees,
and with a well-named porch—Kingfisher View!
“Her very name in vivid golden script!”
exulted he. “The handwriting of fate!”
He opened up the window just a crack,
and daily peeped over the Eastern wall.
The fairy grotto, though, remained sealed tight:
no rosy nymph was flitting in or out.
*
Since he left home to dwell in a strange place,
twice on its rounds the moon had come and gone.
Then, on a balmy day, across the wall,
he thought he saw her stroll beneath the trees.
He dropped his lute, smoothed out his gown, rushed forth:
the breeze still held her scent, but she had fled.
*
As he paced round the wall, his eyes caught sight
of a gold hairpin stuck on a peach branch.
He quickly reached for it and took it home.
“How did it leave her room to come this way?”
he asked. “For it is hers, and fate has willed
that it should thus have fallen in my hands!”
Now sleepless, he admired and stroked the pin
still faintly redolent of sandalwood.
*
Next day, as dawn’s mist cleared, she went back there
to search along the wall with anxious eyes.
He, all the while, had been biding his chance.
Across the wall he spoke to test her heart:
“Out of the blue this pin has come to me.
I’d like to know who may claim it by right.
The pearl wants to go back—but where’s Ho-p’u?”\fn{ The metaphor “a pearl going back to Ho-p’u” means something being
returned to where it belongs, to its rightful owner }
*
Now Kieu’s response came from the other side:
“I thank you for returning what I lost.
A pin is not worth much, but beyond price
is a man’s sense of what is right and wrong.”
*
Kim said to her: “We two have lived so near,
we should not be mere strangers but close friends.
You lost a whiff of scent—and I found you!
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For this one chance what torments I have borne!
For this one minute I have waited months!
Please stay and hear the secret of my heart!”
*
He hurried home to fetch a few more things:
two golden bracelets and a square of silk.
By ladder he could climb over the wall.
She was the one that he had glimpsed that day!
Embarrassed, she maintained a shy reserve—
while he looked in her face she dropped her head.
*
He told her: “Ever since we met by chance,
in secret I have yearned and pined for you!
I’ve wasted to the bone as I gave up
all hopes of living on to see this day.
For months my soul has dwelt among the clouds.
I’ve hugged my forlorn hope like that poor lad
who hugged a pillar waiting for his love.\fn{A reference to one Wei Sheng, who waited for a tryst with is beloved, who never
came, and so stubbornly stayed under a bridge, hugging a pillar until he drowned in the rising tide }
But now you’re facing me! I beg to know—
will your mirror shine on my worthless self?”
*
Kieu faltered and demurred before she said:
“Our ways are simple and as pure as snow,
the ways of folk who eat cabbage and cress.
When it comes to the Crimson Leaf of love
or the Red Thread of marriage,\fn{ Chinese folklore says that the Old Man of the Moon picks a man and a woman and binds them
together with a red thread} it’s not I
but my parents who will say yes or no.
You deign to care for me, but I’m too young,
too ignorant to dare engage my troth.”
*
“It blows one day and rains the next,” he said.
“How often will a springtime chance recur?
If you don’t listen to my prayer of love,
You’ll hurt me—yet what will it profit you?
Let’s swear the word that binds. Then, later on,
with proper rites I shall approach your clan.
Should Heaven disappoint me, wreck my hopes,
I’ll throw away a life in its first bloom!
Should you reject my plea with heartless scorn,
my love and zeal will have labored for naught!”
*
She listened, lulled with sweetest melody—
it charmed her senses, he bemused her eyes.
“New though our friendship be,” she said at last,
“how can my heart resist your heart’s behest?
Since in your noble soul I’ve found my place,
I shall engrave my troth on stone and bronze!”
*
Her words untied a knot within his breast.
He gave her back the pin in a red scarf.
“Now I am bound to you for life,” he said.
“Accept this little token of my love.”
With her embroidered handkerchief she had
her sunflower fan—the flower of constancy.\fn{ In Confucian ethics, the symbol of a woman’s submnission and faithfulness to
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their husbands, because the sunflower always turns to the sun (the yang, or male, principle)}

She traded them at once for pin and gifts.
*
Swearing a solemn oath to seal their pact,
they heard a noise and voices from the rear.
In a flurry of falling leaves and flowers,
she fled back to her chamber, he to his.
*
The stone and gold had touched. But from then on,
as their love grew, so deeper grew their gloom.
The Hsiang River\fn{A metaphor for lovelorn grief } ran dry—a trickle now:
he waited at the source, she at the mouth.
The wall rose like a mountain range between,
and words of love could not go back and forth.
*
As windy days and moonlit nights whirled round,
red decreased, green increased, and spring was past.
A birthday feast fell due in Mother’s clan.
Both parents then, with Van and Quan in tow,
departed richly dressed and bearing gifts
to wish their kinsman health and happy life.
*
In the deserted house Kieu was alone.
“Today’s the day to see my love” she thought.
She set out things in season—meats and fruits—
then toward the wall she nimbly bent her steps.
She gave a faint-voiced call across the flowers:
he was already there awaiting her.
*
He spoke words of reproach: “Your ardor’s cooled!
Since then you’ve let love’s incense burn to ash!
But I have only sighed and pined the while,
and grief has touched my hair with streaks of gray!”
“Wind’s held me up, rain’s kept me back!” she said.
“I’ve hurt your feelings much against my will.
Today I’m home all by myself—I’ve come
to make amends and repay love for love.”
*
She slid along the rocks, then she went round
to reach a gate at the wall’s farther end.
Her sleeve rolled up, she raised the locking bar—
the way was clear to the Garden of Love.
*
At long last, face to face aglow with joy!
After the bows and greetings, side by side
they walked together to his study-room,
while mingling tender words and solemn vows.
*
A rack for brushes and a tube for poems
stood on his desk. Above, there hung a sketch—
a pine tree freshly drawn with brush and ink.
Frost-bitten and wind-battered, it looked real!
The more she gazed, the more it sprang to life.
“It’s something I dashed off just now,” he said.
“To give it worth may I beg from your brush
some kind comments?” Hand dancing like a nymph
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and swift as lashing wind or driving rain,
she wrote a few quatrains atop the pine.
“Your magic works to conjure pearls and gems!”
he cried in praise. “Poetesses of old
like Pan and Hsieh\fn{Accomplished women of letters in the Han and Chin dynasties } could not have bettered this!
I should have lived a saintly life before
to merit my good fortune at this time!”
*
“I’ve dared to read your noble face,” Kieu said.
“You’ll cross the Golden Portal\fn{ The entrance to the palace for high court minsisters under Emperor Han Wu-ti (156-87BC) }
and wear jade.
But what’s my destiny? A May fly’s wing!
Will Heaven care to smooth things down for us?
I still remember—in my childhood days,
a seer observed my features and foretold:
‘When charms and gifts shine forth from a girl’s face,
She’ll lead a life of woes—an artist’s life.’
I view your lot, then look back on my own:
two worlds at odds, how could they blend as one?”
*
“Yet after all, we two have met!” he said.
“Man’s will can often vanquish Heaven’s whim!
But if a cruel fate should sever us,
I’ll take a sword and end my hopeless life!”
Their souls’ recesses yielded words of love—
the cup of spring was sipped, and young hearts leapt.
*
A happy day is shorter than a span.
The Western hills had swallowed half the sun.
Kieu could no longer stay—she bowed her leave
to hurry home and watch the empty house.
*
Word from her parents was awaiting Kieu:
the feast went on, they would not soon be back.
She dropped the silken curtain at the door,
then crossed the garden in dark night, alone.
A dappled moon was peeping through the leaves,
and through the drapes she glimpsed a fitful light.
*
The student at his desk had just dozed off,
reclining half awake and half asleep.
The patter of her steps disturbed his rest
as she approached him in the moonlit dusk.
Was this a spring night’s dream? He thought he saw
the Nymph of Love come to him from Mount Chia
while he dwelt on Mount Shen among the gods.
*
“Upon a lonesome, darkened path,” she said,
“for love of you I found my way to you.
Now we stand face to face—but who can tell
we won’t wake up and learn it’s been a dream?”
*
Conceive the young man’s joy! He swift replaced
the candle and refilled the incense bowl.
They wrote a pledge of love and, with a knife,
they cut in two a tress of her long hair.
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Then, while the moon was watching from the skies,
with one voice both pronounced their sacred oath.
Both shared the secrets of their heart of hearts—
both pledged their union in their very souls.
*
They sipped a nectar-wine from cups of jade.
Her sash of silk gave off a heady scent.
His crystal screen enclosed her mirrored form.
“The breeze is cool, the moon is clear,” he sighed.
“But in my heart still burns a secret thirst.
I’ve yet to cross the Blue Bridge as a groom:
I fear that my request may give offense.”
“The Crimson Leaf has given us its word,”
she said. “And the Red Thread now binds us two,
for we have traded vows that seal our troth.
Do not ask me to trifle with our love
and treat it as a game of moon and flowers.\fn{Like the moon, that wanes, or like the flowers, that fade}
Grant this and I’ll deny you nothing else!”
*
“You are well-famed as lute-player,” he said.
“Like Chung Tzu-ch’i I’ve longed to hear you play.”
“It’s no great art, my luting,” she replied.
“But if you so command, I must submit.”
In the back porch there hung his moon-shaped lute—
he hurried to present it in both hands,
at eyebrow's height. “My petty skill,” she cried,
“is causing you more trouble than it’s worth!”
*
She touched the strings in turn, both high and low,
and tuned them to all five tones of the scale.
Now she began to play. A battle scene—
oh how they clashed and clanged, Han and Ch’u\fn{Referring to Liu Pang of Han and Hsiang Yü of Ch’u, who fought each
other for the domination over China} swords!
The Ssu-ma\fn{Ssu-ma Hsiang-ju (179-117BC)} tune, A Phoenix Seeks His Mate—
it sounded like an outburst of pure grief.
Then Hsi Kang’s\fn{ 223-262AD} masterpiece, Kuang-ling, was heard:
it rushed on like a stream or flew like clouds.
Next came what Chao-chün\fn{ Wang Chao-chün, one of the concubines of Emperor Han Yüan-ti } played—she mourned her
Prince
and all her kinsfolk she must leave behind
as she crossed the Great Wall to wed a Hun!\fn{ She was gifted as a token of appeasement to a Tartar khan who lusted for
a Chinese wife }
Sheer notes like flights of herons rustling by,
or somber tones like tumbling waterfalls .
A pace now languid as an idle breeze,
now fast and furious as a pouring rain .
*
The flickering candle flared and dimmed by turns—
and there he sat like one in gloomy trance.
Now with bent head he’d lean upon his knees,
now he’d contract his brow in anguished pain.
“How masterly your touch!” he cried at last.
“But it reveals such bitterness within!
Why do you choose to play in minor keys
that wring your heart and torture other souls?”
“It’s just a quirk of nature,” she replied.
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“As pleases Heaven, one’s born sad or gay.
But I shall note your golden words, their truth—
I hope some day my humor will improve.”
*
A fragrant rose, she sparkled in full bloom,
and in full flood desire suffused his eyes.
As he succumbed to surging waves of lust,
his wooing showed some signs of unrestraint.
*
“Of love don’t make a game!” she chided him.
“Please stay away from me and let me speak.
On the peach tree I am too plain a bud
to venture fending off the Bluebird’s quest.
But I’m your promised wife—and for her man
a bride must keep her soul and body pure.
If like the maids in those mulberry-groves
on the Fu River banks\fn{ Where, in the ancient state of Wei, they served as trysting places for lovers and acquired a notorious
reputation} I misbehaved,
would you still sue for such a wench’s hand?
If we reached out and seized the moment’s thrill,
We’d damage in one day a lifelong trust.
Of all the lovers sung by ancient bards,
which other pair could equal Ts’ui and Chang?\fn{ Perhaps the most famous lovers in Chinese history, whose story was first
set down by the T’ang poet Yüan Chen (779-831AD) }
And yet excess destroyed their plighted troth:
she humored all his whims and killed their love.
As wing to wing and limb to limb they lay,
contempt already lurked inside their hearts.
In time love’s fire went out. They broke the vows
that in the Western Chamber both had sworn—
their love, unblessed with wedlock, died in shame.
If I don’t cast the shuttle to resist\fn{ To drive away a lover bothering her as she worked at her loom }
and guilt should haunt our lives, who should be blamed?
Why force your wish on a shy flower so soon?
Before I die, you’ll one day get your due!”
*
The voice of sober wisdom gained his ear,
and tenfold his regard for her increased.
Then, as the moon grew faint along the eaves,
a calling voice was heard outside the gate.
Kieu ran back to her chamber, and young Kim
rushed through the yard where peach trees were in bloom. …
158.46 Vols et Escroqueries\fn{by Pham Dinh Ho (1768-1839)} Dan Loan Village, Duong An District, Hai Phong
Province, Vietnam (M) 1
Les corporations de Dien Hung\fn{Actuellement rue Hang Ngang (anciennement Rue des Changeurs) Hanoi. } et de Dong
Lac\fn{Actuellement rue Hang Dao (Rue de la Soie) à Hanoi.} siègent dans des rues où l’on vend des vêtements et toutes
sortes de tissus: soie, brocart, crêpe … Les marchés se tiennent le premier. Le sixième, le onzième, le
quatorzième, le quinzième, le vingt-et-unième, le vingt-sixième et le trentième jour de chaque mois. Les jours de
marché à la corporation de Bach Ma (Cheval Blanc)\fn{ Actuellement, rue Hang Buom (Rue des Voiles) à Hanoi.} sont très
animés. Les voleurs en profitent pour dépouiller les gens, leur vider les pouches … Ils simulent parfois des
bagarres pour faire main basse sur les paquets de vêtements et d’autres marchandises. Des fois, ils répandent
même le bruit que des éléphants ou des chevaux, échappant à leur gardien, vont surgir à tout moment. Clients et
passants jettent pêle-mêle leurs objets et leurs marchandises pour détaler en se bousculant. Quand la nouvelle est
reconnue fausse, le vol est déjà accompli.
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Un jour, la femme d’un grand mandarin fit une entrée bruyante à la corporation de Dong Lac. Elle circulait
dans un palanquin portant des stores avec des ailes de pie peintes, précédée et suivie d’une nuée de laquais et de
gardes. Elle arrét a son cortège devant une boutique d’orfèvre, puis donna l’ordre aux servantes de demander à
acheter quelques dizaines de taëls d’argent. Le marchandage à peine terminé, Madame, restée dans son palanquin,
dit à une vieille domestique de porter dix taëls au yamen pour que son mari puisse donner un avis sur les prix.
L’orfèvre ne se doutait de rien. Un instant après, toute l’escorte, y compris les deux gardes porteurs, disparut sans
crier gare. Au crépuscule, comme la vieille domestique ne rapportait pas encore l’argent, l’orfèvre se présenta
devant le palanquin pour réclamer son bien. Écartant les stores, il ne vit qu’une vieille mendiante aveugle hébétée
en tunique de crêpe rouge, qui trônait dedans. Les recherches ne menèrent à rien. Le vieux palanquin tout délabré
ne valait pas quelques ligatures.
Ces vols et escroqueries ne se comptent plus. Les malfaiteurs déploient des trésors d’ingéniosité. C’est
pratique courante en cette ère de paix.
158e.188 Pleurs et regrets\fn{by La princesse Ngoc Han (1770-1799)} Phu Ninh Village, Gia lam District, Hanoi,
Vietnam (F) 1
Dans la chambre, le vent déverse sa froidure, sur la véranda, se fanent les fleurs des orchidées.
La fumée couvre le mausolée du défunt, on ne voit plus l’ombre du carrosse royal.
Je reste seule, pleurant sur moi-même, ciel, pourquoi avoir brisé notre union?
Comment dire ma tristesse, ma douleur, profondes comme l’océan, immenses comme le ciel …
Hélas, la machine céleste est sans pitié l’ombre des nuages a recouvert le char royal.
Union, séparation, joies et peines passent si vite, a peine quelques années étions-nous lies!
Aujourd’hui, nuage à la dérive, lentille ballottée par les flots, les liens de l’amour brisés, où trouverai-je un
appui?
Je tourne, me retourne, jour et nuit.
A qui confier toute ma douleur?
À force d’attendre, je vis comme en rêve, je sors d’une rêverie pour tomber dans la stupeur, un souffle de vent
agite-t-il quelques fleurs, je crois sentir flotter le parfum de ses costumes royaux, je m’apprête, me précipite pour
le servir, hélas, le palais est vide, seule, une araignée tisse sa toile.
La lune fait-elle miroiter quelques feuilles, je crois le voir se promener sous ses parasols.
Je presse mes pas, pensant le rejoindre, hélas, tout est désert, seule la pluie tombe sans fin …
A penser à lui, la douleur me déchire les entrailles.
Pourquoi nous imposer une si dure séparation!
Qui donc peut revenir du royaume des ombres, je voudrais tant lui dire tous mes tourments.
Pourquoi séparer les vivants et les morts, je me pose et repose la question.
Nous n’avons pu continuer notre union en cette vie, je le promets, ce sera pour une vie ultérieure.
Jadis régnaient les grands rois Thang et Vo, leur âge était à la mesure de leur œuvre.
Lui, vêtu d’étoffe grossière, a brandi le drapeau rouge, sauvé le peuple, bâti l’Etat, quelle œuvre peut être plus
belle!
Autrefois, tous le savaient, les rois Nghiêu et Thuan avaient régné de longues années, en rapport avec leurs
hautes vertus.
Lui, généreux, magnanime, a prodigué les bienfaits.
Comme la pluie, son amour arrosait les neuf provinces.
Grande était son œuvre, grande sa bonté.
Pourquoi, Créateur, lui avoir mesuré sa longévité?
Si je pouvais racheter des années de sa précieuse vie, volontiers j’aurais fait l’échange.
Quelle tristesse! la rosée perle aux feuilles, le vent gémit, tout est désert, mes larmes coulent sans fin.
Je pense à son testament.
Mes sanglots s’étouffent, je rêve toute éveillée.
Quelle tristesse! le printemps vient avec ses fleurs, seule je couve ma douleur, que rien ne peut dénouer.
Je suis résolue à le suivre, rien ne me fait peur, ni la corde, ni les eaux profondes.
Seul me retient l'amour de mes enfants.
Je m’attarde donc encore en cette vie, mon corps y séjourne, mon âme l’a déjà suivi.
Je le suis aux îles de félicité, sur tous les détours de la Voie lactée.
De près, de loin, je suis toujours avec lui, dans les palais dorés comme sous les allées fleuries, j’étais avec lui,
voilà que les coqs me réveillent, hélas, c’était simplement un rêve. …
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Je regarde vers l’est, des voiles voguent en tous sens, je ne vois que l’immensité du ciel et des eaux.
Je regarde vers l’ouest, les monts et les arbres s’étendent sans fin.
Au Sud, errent des oies sauvages au Nord, la brume couvre les forêts d’un blanc linceul, j’ai beau scruter les
quatre coins du monde, le ciel est comme un abîme, où le retrouver? …
Plus je cherche, plus la séparation s’éternise, mes peines éveillent-elles des echos dans l’au-delà?
Tristement je regarde la lune, son éclat a terni, une fine poussière voile sa lueur argentée.
J’ai honte à me mirer dans la glace, mon amour brisé, j’erre seule sur une rive déserte.
Je regarde les fleurs, elles me renvoient ma tristesse.
Le camélia pleure de toutes ses gouttes de rosée.
A regarder les oiseaux, j’ai le cœur déchiré, une tourterelle vole seule, cherchant son compagnon.
Chaque paysage porte avec lui sa tristesse, où sont donc les festivités d’antan?
Il a suffi d’un moment, le monde est bouleversé, ainsi va la vie, à qui se plaindre?
Amour, fidélité sont immenses comme le ciel et la terre, ma douleur croît avec la durée de mes jours.
A qui confier mes tourments et mes peines, que le soleil et la lune en soient témoins!
158.46b 1. Ce Qui Se Passait Dans la Cité Seigneuriale 2. Le Gendre Seigneurial Dang Lan\fn{by Nguyen An
(1770-1815)} Du Lam Village, nr. Hanoi, Hanoi Capital Region, Vietnam (F) 1
1
Après le changement des urnes dynastiques,\fn{Changement de dynasties. L’urne dynastique est un objet de culte
symbolique.} J’ai pris à mon service un eunuque. Comme il avait fait partie de la suite du Seigneur Tinh Vuong, il
m’a raconté avec force détails ce qui se passait dans la Cité seigneuriale.
Chaque année, plusieurs mois avant la Fête de la Mi-Automne, son altesse ordonnait de fabriquer avec du
brocart emmagasiné dans le palais des centaines et des milliers de lanternes aussi ravissantes les unes que les
autres, coûtant chacune des dizaines de taëls d’or.
Le jour de la fête, son Altesse se rendait en grande pompe au Palais du Nord. Il y a là La Mare du Dragon,
vaste d’une demi-lieue et couverte de lotus et de nénuphars. Les bords remblayés de terre et de pierre forment une
montagne artificielle où tout était arrangé avec ordre. On avait aménagé des coins pour les membres de
l’orchestre. Aux branches des centaines d’hibiscus, on accrochait des lanternes qui scintillaient comme des
milliers d’étoiles sur un fond de flots argentés par la lune. Les servants du palais à partir du troisième grade, en
turban et avec un fichu comme des femmes, exposaient des monceaux de marchandises aux deux côtés des allées:
articles de mercerie, fruits, pâté, alcool, rien ne manquait. Les femmes du harem allaient et venaient, faisaient des
achats, raflaient les articles sans même en demander le prix. Elles se livraient à des joutes de chansons rustiques,
et leurs rires résonnaient bruyamment jusqu’à l’extérieur de l’enceinte.
Au milieu de la nuit, son Altesse venait en palanquin et descendait dans une barque. Les mandarins de sa suite
et les odalisques le suivaient dans d’autres barques, criant et frappant en cadence sur les planches. La mélodie des
guitares, des flûtes et des chants emplissait l’atmosphère: on se serait cru égaré au Palais de la Fée de la Lune où
retentirait la musique céleste.
Son Altesse se délectait du spectacle, restant là jusqu’au premier chant du coq.
2
Frère de la favorite Dang Tuyen du Seigneur Tinh Vuong,\fn{ Les seigneurs Trinh.} le gendre seigneurial Dang
Lan se faisait remarquer par son arrogance, et son mépris de la loi. N’ayant pu violer une femme, il lui coupa les
seins. Le mari de la victime porta plainte. Dang Lan fut incarcéré dans la prison au palais du Censeur Royal, mais
fut relâché peu de temps après sur l’intervention de sa sœur.
Tinh Vuong lui donna en mariage sa deuxième fille avec une dot et des atours dix fois plus importants que
ceux donnés aux règnes antérieurs Le palais de Dang Lan, érigé au sud-ouest de la capitale Thang Long\fn{ Ancien
nom de Hanoi.} était pourvu d’un confort et de porovisions qui ne le cédaient en rien à ceux des rois. Lan multipliait
ses forfaits. Il entretenait chez lui une centaine de valets qui battaient les rues et les marchés, l’épée à la ceinture,
pour s’enivrer et provoquer des rixes, défiant l’autorité du préfet de la capitale. A chacune de ses sorties, il était
accompagné de quelques dizaines de chiens de chasse à grelots d’or, couverts de broderies; le bruyant cortège
obstruait la voie publique.
Ayant tué, dans un moment de colère, un mandarin du palais, le Marquis de Su Tho, il planta son épée devant
sa porte pour interdire l’accès de sa résidence aux services de sécurité. Le Gendre royal, commandant du palais
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Hoang Binh Khiem se rendit sur place pour l’apostropher durement. Le coupable, n’osant pas résister, fut jeté en
prison. La Cour, après force délibérations, ne sut quelle décision prendre. A la fin, avec le consentement de la
favorite, Lan fut exilé à An Quang.
Les préparatifs achevés, Lan sortit de la capitale en costume de prisonnier. Les autorités avaient mis à sa
disposition des embarcations au port du Fleuve Rouge. Il s’embarqua avec un essaim de concubines. Le convoi
s’ébranla au son des guitares et des flûtes. Quand Lan arriva à destination, les mandarins de la région durent lui
bâtir des maisons.
Plus tard, le fils de la favorite Tuyen, le Duc Cung Quoc, étant détrôné, Lan fut mis aux fers. Il se laissa mourir
de faim.
158e.189 1. La balançoire 2. Le col de Ba Dôi 3. La grotte de Cac Có 4. Partager un mari 5. A graver devant le
temple de Sam Nghi Dong 6. L’éventail 7. Le bonze licencieux 8. Bánh trôi 9. Pleurs et regrets pour le préfet de
Vinh Tuong 10. Tissage de nuit 11. Le mont de la pagoda Thay 12. Le bonze 13. La fille-mère 14. Le fruit de
jaquier: Fourteen Prose-poems\fn{by Ho Xuan Huong (1772-1822)} Hanoi, Hanoi Capital Region, Vietnam (F) 2
1
Bravo pour qui a si habilement planté les quatre piliers!
Les uns montent se balancer, les autres regardent.
Le garçon arquant ses genoux de grue, bande, bande ses reins, la fille, cambrant son dos de guêpe, tend, tend,
son bassin.
Quatre pans de pantalons roses claquent au vent, deux paires de jambes s’étirent deux à deux.
Ceux qui pratiquent ces jeux printaniers, les connaissents-ils vraiment?
Les poteaux retirés, les trous sont laissés à l’abandon.\fn{ Nous avons repris avec quelques modifications la traduction de
Maurice Durand dans «L’œuvre de la poétesse vietnamienne Ho Xuan Huong» }
2
Un col, un col, encore un col, loué soit celui qui cisela ce paysage suspendu!
Le portique s’ouvre rouge vermeil, avec un faîte bien touffu, un rocher gît là, vert foncé, tout couvert de
mousse\fn{Ba Dot (ou Tam Diep), Col à trois montées, entre les deux provinces do Ninh Binh et Thanh Hoa } la branche de pin
tremble sous les rafales de vent, la rosée perle sur les feuilles de saule toutes mouillées.
Sages, gens de vertu, personne ne veut renoncer; pieds fourbus, genoux rompus, tous veulent toujours grimper.
3\fn{Dans la montagne de Sai Son, district de Quoc Oai (actueflement darts la province de Ha Tay) }
Ciel et terre ont fait naître ce rocher, une fente le divise en deux, noire et profonde, la mousse couvre ses bords
et l’ouverture se fait béante, des pins que secouent le vent battent la mesure.
L’eau bien fraîche perle goutte à goutte en clapotant, et le chemin pour y pénétrer se perd dans le noir.
Loué soit le scuipteur qui l’a tailée avec talent, maintes gens lorgnent après cette fente grand’ouverte.
4
Partager un mari avec une autre, p. de sort!
L’une dort sous des couvertures bien ouatées, l’autre gèle.
Au hasard, il vous échoit une rencontre, une ou deux fois par mois, trois fois rien.
On s’accroche pour arracher une bolée, et le riz est mal cuit.
On sert comme une servante, sauf qu’on n’est pas payée.
Ah, si j’avais su qu’il en était ainsi, je me serais résignée à rester toute seule comme autrefois.
5\fn{Général des Tsing, battu par Nguyen Hue en 1789 s’était pendu à Dong Da, (aujourd’hui dans Hanoi) }
On le voit, le panneau là-haut le dit bien, voilà le temple du général, sur la colline perché.
Ah, si je pouvais troquer ma dépouille, me faire homme, devenir un héros serait un simple jeu!
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6\fn{Un éventail est formé par 17-18 lattes de bamboo liées a un bout par un tenon qui les enfile en travers sur les lattes, on colle du
papier ou de la soie, et quand l’éventail est ouvert, il prend une forme triangulaire. Le poème commence par une équivoque 17-18? on ne
sait si l’on parle des lattes on de l’âge d’une jeune fille. La forme tniangulaire et le tenon permettent des allusions érotiques }

Dix-sept, dix-huit, quel est le nombre?
On ne sait, mais on l’aime, et ne s’en sépare pas.
On l’aime quand, dans sa minceur, il s’évase en triangle.
On l’aime tout ramassé, avec le tenon qui l’enfile.
Plus il fait chaud, plus on aime sa fraîcheur, on ne s’en lasse pas la nuit, on l’aime encore de jour.
La colle de kaki lui fait des joues toutes roses rois et seigneurs ne chérissent que ce machin-là.
7
Toute une vie d’ascèse, lourde comme une charge de pierre, et voilà, il suffit d’un rien, vraiment rien!
La barque de la compassion aurait atteint les rives de l’Ouest\fn{ Paradis bouddhique. La compassion, vertu cardinale } si
un vent contraire n’avait brouillé voiles et cordages.\fn{ Jeu de mots intraduisible: lôn lèo, en inversion désigne l’acte sexuel }
8\fn{Pâtisserie formée d’un noyau de sucre enrobé dans une pâte et qu’on sert dans un bol d’eau sucrée }
Un corps tout blanc, et ma condition est d’être ronde.
Maintes fois, je flotte, je sombre avec les eaux.
La main qui m’a pétrie me fait dure ou molle, mais je garde toujours un cœur vermeil.
9\fn{Le préfet de Vinh Tuong était le premier mari de la poétesse }
O mon préfet, pour la vie, vous me quittez!
La dette d’amour est entièrement acquittée.
Littérature, honneurs, les voici à trois pieds sous terre, arc et flèches sont dispersés aux quatre coins du
ciel.\fn{Les coneours littéraires constituaient la voie d’accès aux honneurs, tandis que l’arc et la flèche symbolisaient les vertus viriles }
Où donc s’est-il perdu, le fléau de la balance du Créateur?
Pour toujours, la matrice universelle a bouclé son ouverture.
Vingt-sept mois ensemble, qu’est-ce done?
O mon préfet, pour toujours, vous m’avez quittée!
10
La lampe allumée, ô queue blancheur!
Le bec de cigogne, la nuit durant, ne cesse de gigoter.
Les pieds appuient, se reláchent, bien allègrement, la navette enfile la trame, s’en donne à cœur joie.
Large, étroit, petit, gros, tous les formats trouvent à s’ajuster, court ou long, les pièces de toutes dimensions se
valent.
Celle qui veut bien faire laisse tremper longuement, elle attend trois automnes avant d’en dévoiler la couleur.
11\fn{Littéralement: Pagode (Temple) du maître. Dans la province de Ha Tay }
Loué soit le Créateur, toujours si habile!
Sur une paroi rocheuse, s’ouvrent on ne sait combien de fentes.
Des herbes grimpent aux fiancs, drues au toucher, l’eau suinte des fissures, et colle aux doigts.
Un bonze, crâne tout ras, frappe sur sa crécelle, deux bonzillons, dos bien rond, veillent sur le sanctuaire.
Arrivé là, l’on sait que l’endroit est sanctifié, les jambes sont lasses, les genoux brisés, le désir couve toujours.
12
Il n’est ni étranger, ni des nôtres.
Un crane tout ras, des habits non ourlés.
Devant lui, des pains de riz gluant, ofTrande des fidèles, derrière, six, sept dames, des bonzesses effarouchées.
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Un coup de cymbale par-ci, un coup de gong par-là, et la prière s’étire, se traîne, s’allonge.
A force d’ascèse, peut-être sera-t-il Vénérable on le verra dodeliner sur le trône aux lotus.\fn{ Réservé aux
bouddhas}
13
Un moment de complaisance, et me voici dans de beaux draps!
O mon aimé, mesures-tu toute ma peine?
Le Ciel n’a pas fait surgir le signe du destin que déjà un trait vient barrer le tronc du saule.\fn{ Jeu de calligraphie:
l’idéogramme thien (ciel), si on fait sallir le trait oblique de gauche au-dessus du trait horizontal devient phu (mari). L’idéogramme lieu
dont l’homonyme veut dire saule, le saule pleureur étant le symbole de la femme frêle et fragile, si on ajoute un trait transversal devient tu:
enfant. Les deux vers signifient: le ciel ne m’a pas encore donné un mari que déjà je porte un enfant }

Pour cent années, la faute, tu la supporteras, j’accepte, moi, de porter le fruit de notre amour.
Les gens peuvent médire, peu nous importe, avisé ou pas, on n’en est pas moins habile.\fn{ Allusion au proverbe:
«Sans mari et porter un enfant, voilà qui est habile. Avoir un mari et porter un enfant, la chose est bien banale.» }
14\fn{Un gros fruit avec une peau hérissée d’épines et qui laisse s’écouler une sève gluante qu.nd on découpe. Pour le faire mûrir, on
enfonce un coin au milieu du fruit}
Mon corps est comme le fruit du jaquier: une écorce bien rugueuse, une pulpe épaisse.
Ami, si vous l’aimez, enfoncez votre coin, de gráce, ne le palpez pas, vos doigts seront englués!
158.45 Oraison Funêbre de Truong Quynh Nhu\fn{by Pham Thai (1777-1813)} Yên Thuong, Gia Lâm District, nr.
Hanoi, Hanoi Capital Region, Vietnam (M) ½
O fruit amer du Karma, pourquoi cette mort injuste? La rose se fane au cœur du printemps; la lune, dans toute
sa splendeur,\fn{Littéralement: lune de la nuit du 15e jour du 8e mois de l’automne. } disparaît derrière les nuages.
Hélas! Si ta mère avait plusieurs filles, nous aurions pleuré moins ta fin tragique et accepté plus facilement que
s’éteigne le feu et que tarisse la source.
Quelle pitié! Dire qu’il n’y avait qu’une seule fleur sur la branche, un seul flocon de neige, une seule lune et un
seul nuage …
A peine vingt ans, et déjà toute tine vie! Pourquoi dédaignes-tu tellement le monde de l’éphémère, pourquoi
tant de hâte à regagner le royaume des fées?
S’il est écrit que les immortels aux mortels ne doivent se mêler, pourquoi as-tu choisi de faire un séjour icibas? Pourquoi ne pas accomplir le cycle humain des trente-six mille jours\fn{ Une vie humaine dure tout au plus cent ans,
c’est-â-dire trente six mille jours. } auprès des parents, d’un mari et des enfants? Pour-quai ne pas mener pleinement ton
existence terrestre avant d’aller te promener au Pays des Neuf Sources?\fn{ Pays de la mort.}
Destin implacable, amour marâtre! Devant un tel deuil, une famille si cruellement éprouvée, tant de
tribulations, qui ne se sentirait touché! Bien que sans parenté aucune avec toi, je te suis lié par des liens éternels
qui me donnent des obligations. La mort nous sépare, mais que de doux souvenirs et combien de confidences me
sont restés.
Réalisant ma volanté virile, j’ai sans cesse différé notre mariage au nom de notre amour. Frêle jeune fille
révoltée contre le sort contraire, tu as préféré mettre fin à tes jours.
La fieur laisse choir ses pétales, la feuille tombe de l’arbre, le jade se brise, la perle se perd dans l’abîme.
Pourquoi cette amertume, pourquoi cette détresse?
Devant ce tertre que l’herbe déjà verdit, je pense à toi l’infortunée, ne pouvant retenir mes larmes. Puisse cette
oraison brûlée en cendre t’apporter dans l’autre monde le témoignage de ma douleur.
1819
158e.191 1. Regrets du vieux Thang Long 2. Nostalgie du soir 3. En franchissant le col transversal 4. Soir
d’automne: Four Prose-poems\fn{by Thanh Quan, la sous-préfète de (c.1805- )} Nghi Tam Village, Hanoi Capital
Region, Vietnam (F) 1
1\fn{Thang Long: ancien nom de Hanoi, choisi cornme capitale du Viet Nam depuis 1010 (dynastie des Ly) }
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Pourquoi le Créateur se plaît-t-il à bouleverser la scène humaine?
Que d’étoiles ont filé, que de saisons de brume ont passé!
L’âme des herbes d’automne hante les vieilles allées par où passaient les carrosses, sur les murs des anciens
palais flottent les rayons du soir.
Les pierres bravent encore les mois et les années, mais l’eau frissonne de tristesse et s’émeut de ces
changements.
Présent et passé se reflètent dans le miroir millénaire, le spectacle ô combien me déchire le cœur!
2
Dans le ciel indécis du soir s’attardent les derniers rayons, au tamtam du poste se mêle un son lointain du cor.
Le vieux pêcheur pose sa rame et sa barque dérive jusqu’à l’embarcadère, pour gagner son hameau perdu, le
petit gardien frappe les cornes de son buffle.
La forêt de bambous qu’agitent les bourrasques lasse les ailes des oiseaux, le voyageur presse le pas sur la
route aux saules pleureurs encore humides de rosée.
L’un demeure au foyer,\fn{Littéraement: reste à Chuong Dai. Allusion à une anecdote du Livre des Arnours (Tinh su): Han Hoanh
de la dynastie des T’ang écrivit à sa concubine restée à Chuong Dai: «O toi, saule pleureur de Chuong Dal, | Conserves-tu encore la
verdure d’antan? | Même si tes feuilles de soie pendent comme jadis, | Un autre déjà les aura cueillies!» } l’autre s’en va errant loin

du pays natal, a qui hélas! ouvrir son cœur?
3\fn{Deo Ngang: Col transversal. Fait partie du contrefort du Truong Son (Longue Cordillère) qui débouche sur la mer et sépare les
provinces de Quang Binh et de Ha Tinh (centre Viet Nam). Connu aussi sous le nom do Porte d’ Annam }
Sur le Col Transversal où le soleil décline, arbres et plantes tissent une épaisse frondaison, fleurs et rochers se
mêlent.
Au pied de la montagne, des bûcherons pliés sous leur fagot, près d’un marché, au bord du fleuve, quelques
rares paillotes.
Le cœur rneurtri de nostalgie, la poule d’eau crie: «Quôc Quôc!»\fn{ Quoc: Onomatopée. Le mot Quoc (ou cuoc) a 2
seas: (1) Poule d’eau (cuoc); (2) Patrie, pays (quoc). Allusion à une ancienne anecdote: Do Vu, exile, dans la montagne, loin du pays natal,
se transforma à sa mort en une poule d’eau qui criait: «Quoc! Quoc!» (Patrie! Patric!).}
Languissant après les siens, la perdrix sauvage s’égosille à repeater: «Gia! Gia!»\fn{ Gia: Onomatopéc. Homonyme
de Gia: famille.}

Je me suis arrêtée pour contempler l’immensité du ciel, des montagnes et des eaux, mon état d’âme à moi, à
qui le confier?
4\fn{Poème parfois attribué à Ho Xuan Huong}
La pluie tinte goutte à goutte sur les feuilles de bananier.
Queue main d’artiste a tracé ce paysage mélancolique?
Un arbre séculaire étale son parasol émeraude, le fleuve déroule ses flots interminables, aussi calmes que
blancs.
Enivré, on verse monts et fleuves de son flacon d’alcool, vent et lune ont empli le sac de poésies.
La nature communie avec l’âme, un tel site vous laisse tout réveur.
158f.95 A. Excerpt from Luc Vân Tiên B. Elegy For Those Who Fought Righteously At Can Giuoc (1861)\fn{by
Nguyen Dinh Chieu (1822-1888)} Gia Dinh Province, Vietnam (M) 10
A
1
Devant ma lampe, je lis l’histoire de Tây-Minh.
El, en méditant, je me prends à rire de la versatilité des affections humaines.
O vous tous! Silence et écoutez:
Gardez-vous auparavant de faire le mal afin de vous réserver une existence heureuse pour plus tard.
Jeunes gens! Que la fidélité au prince et la piété filiale soient les principes de votre vie!
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Jeunes filles! Que la chasteté et la vertu soient votre devise morale!
*
Il était un homme qui habitait le district de Dong-Thanh.
Ayant pratiqué l’humanité et accumulé de bonnes œuvres, il eut de bonne heure un fils vertueux.
A qui il donna le num de Luc-Vân-Tiên.
A peine âgé de seize ans (le jeune homme) fut très appliqué dans ses études et y excella.
Sous la direction d’un maitre, il étudia à fond les Annales et les Canoniques.
*
Pendant des jours et des mois, il ne se soucia nullement de ses peines ni de ses fatigues.
Dans les lettres (il avait déjà un talent éminent), tel un phénix qui s’élène et un dragon qui bondit:
Bien plus, en matière d’art militaire, personne ne l’égalait dans la connaissance des «trois plans» et des «six
tactiques».
Soudaine, il apprit qu’un édit royal (venait de fixer) l’ouverture d’un concours:
Il vint remerecier son vénéré maitre et lui demander la permission de rentrer.
*
«Depuis longtemps (dit-il), je m’appuie contre la porte du Saint Maître:
«J’ai pu non seulement ennoblir mes manières, mais encore embellir mon esprit.
«Maintenant qu’une occasion propice se présente
«Et que tout le monde en profite pour se faire une situation.
«Ma volonté est de «tirer une oie sauvage à la lisière des nuages» (réussir à l’examen).
*
«Ainsi mon nom sera de bonne heure célèbre et votre réputation se répandra au loin.
«Un jeune homme (en effet), doit, en ce monde,
«Songer d’abord à s’acquitter de sa dette de reconnaissance, ensuite à s’élever dans la vie.»
Le vénéré maitre, après avoir bien écouté ces paroles,
Lui dit: «Pour toi, le destin veut que les succès universitaires soient encore loin.
*
«C’est là un secret du Ciel que je n’ose révéler:
«Aussi suis-je inquiet et ne cessé-je d’avoir de la compassion pour toi.
«D’autre part, j’appréhende fort les dangers «des eaux et des monts» (d’un long voyage).
«Je te donne (donc) un moyen qui le permettra de préserver ta vie:
«Voici de toutes petites choses. Garde-toi (cependant) de les mépriser.
*
«Conserve avec soin ces trois amulettes au pouvoir surnaturel et mets-toi en route.
«Plus tard, si jamais tu rencontres des malheurs.
«(Avec elles), tu plongeras dans les fleuves en sûreté et tu pénétreras dans les forèts en toute tranquillité.»
(Cela dit), le vénéré maitre se retira dans son cabinet d’études.
Vân-Tiên resta là toute hébété et dans son cœur triste naquit un certain doute.
*
«Je ne suis, (se dit-il), à cause de quelle contrariété
«Mon vénéré maître m’a dit que l’époqe du concours est encore éloignée pour moi.
«Est-ce à cause d’un malheur qui surviendra dans ma famille?
«Est-ce à cause du destin qui retarde ma réussite? Est-ce à cause de mon talent encore insuffisant?
«Durant de longues années, j’ai consacré tous mes efforts à l’étude.
*
«Si cette occasion m’échappe quelle occasion faut-il encore attendre?
«(Mon avenir sera-t-il) bon au mouvais, je l’ignore.
«Il convient de demander de nouvelles précisions à ce sujet.»
Cela dit, il se dirigea vers l’apartement intérieur (de son maître).
Et, sous la véranda, il marcha sur la pointe des pieds, l’air fort troublé.
*
Le vénéré maître était assis là, poussant encore des soupirs
Quand regardant au dehors, il vit le jeune homme qui voulait entrer.
Il lui demanda: «(Tu auras à franchir) une longue route de dix mille stades.
«Pourquoi ne mets-tu pas encore ta charge sur l’épaule (pour partir)? Qu’est-ce qui te ramène ici?
«Ou bien as-tu quelque doute
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*
«Sur ce que je t’ai dit au sujet de l’époque du concours qui est encore éloignée (pour toi)?»
Vân-Tiên, après s’être agenouillé et prosterné devant son maître, lui répondit:
«Votre disciple à l’esprit borné vraiment n’a rien compris.
«Les paroles d’or (que vous avez prononcées), il vous demande d’en expliquer le sens profond
«Afin qu’il puisse les comprendre et prendre ses dispositions pour plus tard.»
*
A ces mots, le vénéré maître fut touché de compasion.
Prenant son disciple par la main, il l’emmena au vestibule de sa maison, lui montra la lune,
Et, dans le silence de la nuit, il l’entretint en ses termes:
«Les affaires humaines ne diffèrent nullement (des phases) de la lune dans le ciel:
«Quoiqu’elle répande sa clarté en tous endroits,
*
«Elle est tantôt obscure, tantôt brillante, tantôt décroissante, tantôt pleine.
«A plus forte raison, il en est de même des affaires de ce monde.
«Pourquoi donc faut-il que tu demandes de nouveaux éclarissements à ton maître?
«Voici ton horoscope en se qui concerne l’époque du succès à l’examen:
«La constellation Khôi-tinh (qui préside à la littérature) commence déjà à briller et la constellation. Tur-vi (qui
annonce des dignités élevées) y ajoute sa clarté.
*
«Cependant le Cheval est encore loin dans sa course:
«Et à peine le Lièvre montrera-t-il sa silhouette que déjà le Coq chantera la fin de la nuit.
«Quand tu seras arrivé dans la région du Nord,
«Alors tu rencontreras le Rat sur la route et tu deviendras illustre.
«Plus tard, quand tu parviendras à la gloire,
*
«Tu verras, en meditant les paroles de ton maître, qu’elles seront vérifiées dans leur moindre détail.
«Selon la règle normale, lorsque l’infortune est à l’extrême la prospérité vient (Après la pluie, le beau temps),
«(Et) quand un homme est loyal et pieux, le Ciel le protèje toujours.»
Vân-Tiên, après s’être prosterné (devant son maître pour le) remercier, partit
Tout en se promettant de graver à jamais dans sa mémoire les paroles d’or et de jade (qu’il venait d’entendre).
*
Il parcourut bien des routes (bordées de) saules et des forêts (couvertes de) prunieres,
(Et) son cœur ne cessa de ce reporter vers son (ancienne) école.
Il dit en soupirant: «Chacun (de nous est maintenant dans) un coin du ciel:
«Si mon maître est accablé de triestesses, (moi), son disciple, (je suis de même) tourmenté par le chagrin.
«Peu m’importe que ma personne soit exposée (aux intempéries).
*
«Que j’aie à porter le sac de Tu-Lô et la gourde de Nhan-Uyên!
«Quand, (favorisé par la fortune), je ferai une heureuse rencontre comme celle du poisson et de l’eau,
«Mon renom de fils pieux cera illustre et mon vœu d’être un sujet loyal sera comblé.»
2
Depuis (qu’il avait entrepris ce voyage) de dix mille stades,
La lassitude commença à la gagner après les multiples fatigues qu’il avait endurées au cours du chemin.
La vue du paysage d’alentour augmenta sa douleur:
(Il se sentait) bien seul durant le trajet déjà effectué et tout troublé devant la tongue route (qu’il lui restait à
parcourir).
«Mieux vaut, (se disait-il), entrer dans une maison du voisinage.
*
«D’abord pour voir un de mes amis, ensuite pour y prendre quelque repos.»
Soudain il entendit des pleurs retentissants
Don’t le bruit se répandait dans les forêts et les montagnes avoisinantes.
Vân-Tiêu demanda à un groupe de fuyards qui portaient leurs enfants sur le dos:
«Pourquoi, en foule, poussez-vous ces cris ahurissants et courez-vous éperdument?»
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*
Et la foule de répondre: «Brave lettré! Qui êtes-vous?
«Seriez-vous aussi l’un des hommes de cette bande de Son-dai qui nous poursuit?»
«Ne craignez rien, reprit le jeune lettré.
«Veuillez vous arrêter un instant pour que je puisse vous dire quelques mots.
«Je suis un étudiant de passage.
*
«Voyant un fait anormal survenu au cours de ma route, je m’en informe
«Pour en connaître les causes.
«Que ce soit un événement heureux ou fâcheux, j’aviserai, selon les circanstances, aux moyens de venir à
votre aide.»
A ces mots, les fuyards, remis de leur frayeur et rassurés,
Se décidèrent à s’arrêter et lui tinrent le propos suivant:
*
«O brave passant à qui nous osons nous adresser!
«En vous rapportant ces faits, nous sentons se raviver notre colère (lit.: les démangeaisons à notre foie).
«Il existe dans cette région une bande de brigands
«Qui, allant et venant, tourmentent de cent façons les habitants des fermes et des villages.
«Leur chef est toujours là:
*
«Il s’appelle Dô-Du et son surnom est Phong-lai.
«Il réunit ses partisans à Son-Dai.
«Tout le monde le redoute pour son intelligence et son talent incomparables.
«Récemment ils sont venus piller dans notre village.
«Agant rencontré deux jeunes filles sur la route, ils les ont capturées.
*
«Les habitants n’osaient souffler mot.
«Ils étaint tous émus de compassion pour ces deux demoiselles frappées d’un malheur inattendu.
«De quelle famille sont-elles? (Nous l’ignorons), mais elles ont une «taille de jade», un «corps d’or».
«Des «joues de pêche», des «sourcils de soule», et leur beauté est ravissante (lit.: vous donne une
«impression de froid»).
«Si jamais elles étaint victimes de leurs outrages.
*
«Quel dommage que ces jeunes filles vertueuses dussent s’apparier à des gens vulgaires!
«Mais, en ouvrant la bouche, nous augmentons l’inquiétude de notre cœur.
«Allons! Sauvons-nous en toute hâte pour avoir la paix.»
Vân-Tiên entra dans une vive colère
Et s’informa auprès d’eux du refuge de cette bande.
*
«Je vais, (déclara-t-il), déployant toute ma force de héros.
«Prendre cette affaire en main. De quoi vous inquié-tez-vous?»
Et les habitants de répondre: «Leur bande est encore là.
«Veuillez vous y rendre et vous serez bien fixé.
«Il est à craindrè cependant qu’à vouloir peindre un tigre, on n’y réussisse pas:
*
«Ce serait alors, sans motif, s’enterrer soi-même dans une excavation.»
Vân-Tiên, qu’animait une force d’âme indomptable.
Brisa une branche d’arbre pour en faire un bâton et, se frayrant un passage, alla tout droit (à l’endroit
indiqué).
«Hé! Bande de brigands! Dit-il en hurlant.
«Ne croyez pas que vous pourrez toujours, selon votre aberration habituelle, malmener la population.»
*
Phong-lai, rouge de colère, rétorqua en ces termes:
«Quel est cet individu qui ose avec se tapage pénétrer jusqu’ici?
«C’est toi qui, le premier, as suscité le malheur qui va t’arriver.
(Là-dessus), il ordonna à ses partisans de cerner étroitement le jeune homme.
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Vân-Tiên attaqua à droite, chargea à gauche.
*
Tel Triêu-Tu qui perça le cercle (des assaillants) à Duong-duong.
Les bandits furent partout dispersés:
Tous jetèrent leurs épées et leurs lances et cherchèrent à s’enfuir précipitamment.
Phong-lai n’ayant pas eu le temps de se mettre en garde,
Vân-Tiên lui asséna un coup qui l’abattit sur-le-champ.
*
Ayant tué et dispersé «la bande de fourmis et l’essaim d’abeilles» (la troupe de brigands).
Il demanda: «Qui est-ce qui pleure et se lamente dans cette voiture?
« — Nous sommes, dit une voix, d’honnêtes gens
«Qu’un hasard malencontreux a fait tomber entre les mains des bandits.
«Notre voiture est étroite: il est difficile d’y entrer.
*
«J’ose prier celui qui est là de sauver ma maîtresse.»
D’un air dégagé. Vân-Tiên répondit:
«J’ai anéante toute cette bande de pillards.
«Ne vous pressez pas. Restez là au lieu de sortir:
«Vous êtes des jeunes filles et je suis un garçon.
*
«A quelle famille apparienez-vous?
«Où allez-vous pour avoir été victimes d’un malheur imprévu?
«Quel est votre pays d’origine? Comment vous appelez-vous?
«Qu’est-ce qui vous amène ici vous qui êtes des jeunes filles?
«De tout cela, ne me cachez rien.
*
«Qui d’entre vous deux est la maîtresse? Et qui est la servante?»
(La jeune fille) répondit: «Je me nomme Kiéu Nguyêt-Nga.
«Celle-ci est ma servante et s’appelle Kim-Liên.
«Mon pays d’origine se trouve dans le district de Tây-xuyên.
«Mon père exerce les fonctions de préfet dans la circonscription de Hà-khê.
*
«Par une lettre que m’avait apporté un de ces gardes.
«Il me mandait auprès de lui pour décider de mon mariage.
«Une fille oserait-elle contrarier son père?
«(Aussi), malgré les eaux et les montagnes et la distance de mille stades, me suis-je résignée à braver (les
dangers du voyage).
«Soudain il m’est arrivé un événement malencontreux:
*
«Si je l’avais prévu, je n’aurais pas osé me mettre en route.
«Sans votre secours, que serait-il resté de ma pouvre personne?
«Ma vie était en danger; heureusement vous m’avez sauvée.
«[Homme princier], daignez-vous asseoir à l’avant de la voiture
«Afin que votre [humble servante] puisse se prosterner devant vous avant de vous exposer (son vœu):
*
«D’ici à Hà-khê, la route n’est pas bien longue.
«Veuillez m’accompagner jusque là afin que je puise m’aquitter de ce que je vous dois.
«Nous nous rencontrons ici au cours d’un voyage:
«Je n’ai rien sur moi, ni monnaie, ni argent, ni or.
«Je me rappelle bien le dicton: «[Il faut] répondre au bienfait reçu et payer un service rendu»,
*
«Mais comment pourrais-je satisfaire le désir que j’ai de vous témoigner ma gratitude?»
A ces mots, Vân-Tiên sourit (et dit):
«Quand on rend service à quelqu’un est-ce qu’on attend d’être payé de retour?
«Maintenant je comprends bien les causes (de votre mésaventure):
«Mais ai-je fait un calcul intéressé en me rendant utile?
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*
«Je me souviens de ces mots: Voir un acte juste et ne pas le faire:
«Un homme qui agit ainsi n’est pas un héros.
«Puisque vous avez compris la valeur de la constance dans les sentiments,
«Pourquoi faut-il que je vous accompagne? Et à quoi bon?»
«Nguyêt-Nga comprit qu’il n’avait pas l’intention de la suivre.
*
Elle lui demanda ses nom et prénoms.
«Nous nous sommes, lui dit-elle, rencontrés en chemin.
«Comment saurais-je, noble sire, quel est votre pays d’origine?»
A ces mots dits d’une voix pure et mélodieuse,
Comment Vân-Tiên aurait-il pu rester insensible?
*
«Dông-thành, répondit il, est mon pays natal;
«Mon nom de famille est Luc et mon nom personnel, Vân-Tiên.»
Nguyêt-Nga était, par sa nature une jeune fille vertueuse.
Aussitôt qu’elle eut entendu ces paroles, elle lui remit son épingle à cheveux.
Et lui dit: «Puisqu’un heureux hasard m’a fait rencontrer une âme sœur.
*
«Je tiens à vous remettre cet objet que vous garderez comme un gage de ma foi.»
(Cependant) Vân-Tiên détourna la tête et ne regarda pas (le bijou):
Nguyêt-Nga eut alors une attitude plus réservée.
«Ce modeste présent, reprit-elle, est bien peu de chose.
«Votre «humble servante» n’a pas fini d’exprimer sa pensée que déjà vous marquez votre indifférence.
*
«L’objet, il est vrai, est d’une valeur insignifiante:
«Que votre cœur le dédaigne, soit! Mais pourquoi faut-il encore que vos yeux mêmes s’en détournent?»
Il était difficile à Vân-Tiên de se taire:
La gratitude et l’amour s’unissaient étroitement en lui.
Il dit en soupirant: «Vraiment vous me comblez!
*
«Le service que je vous ai rendu n’est rien et cet objet est d’une grande valeur.
«Puisqu’un heureux hasard m’a réservé cette merveilleuse rencontre au cours de mon voyage,
«Une parole qui va droit au cœur vaut bien mille taëls d’or.
«Un adage a dit: «Il faut respecter le devoir et mépriser la richesse.»
«Comment oserais-je donc accepter votre don?»
*
«Veuillez, répondit-elle, pardonner à une jeune fille bien inexpérimentée.
«Votre humble servante est naïve et vous êtes si généreux.
«Sa légèreté
«La fait maintenant bien rongir à la vue de cette épingle.
«Hélas! Pauvre épingle!
*
«Tu n’as pas de chance! N’espère plus qu’on veuille l’accepter!
«Puisque vous refusez, lui dit-elle, cette épingle que je vous offre.
«Je vous demande de me permettre de vous présenter une poésie en guise de remerciement.»
Vân-Tiên qui était lettré
Se rangea immédiatement à cette proposition.
*
«Qui aurait pu, répondit-il, se douter que vous êtes une poétesse de talent?
«Veuillez composer sans tarder le poème et je l’accepterai bien volontiers.»
Nguyêt-Nga dont te talent ne le cédait en rien à celui de Ban et de Ta.
De sa main de fée, traça d’un seul trait un huitain à cinq rimes.
«Cette humble poésie (dit-elle), je tiens à vous l’offrir,
*
«Et, avec respect, j’attends de vous, lettré, à l’esprit large, un avis à son sujet.»
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Vân-Tiên, ayant lu les vers, la complimenta en ces termes:
«Qui eût pu croire qu’une jeune fille eût un talent si élevé?
«Ces vers rapidement composés sont très beaux:
«[Cela dénote un génie] sinon supérieur à celui de Ta-nu, du moins égal à celui de Tu-phi.
*
«Plus je les lis, plus ils me paraissent admirables.
«Certes le talent d’une femme ne le cède en rien à celui d’un homme.»
Touché par la sincérité des sentiments exprimés dans le poème,
Vân-Tiên composa, sur les mêmes rimes, une autre pièce qu’il remit à la jeune fille.
En la lisant, Nguyêt-Nga comprit toutes les nuances de sa pensée.
*
L’harmonie de leurs âmes était parfaite.
En se rappelant la phrase «Devant la nature, le cœur s’exalte».
(Il songea à) la route lointaine qui s’étendait à perte de vue sur des stades interminablement longs.
Puesque, (se dit-il), chacun vit sous le même ciel
Et qu’en se rencontrant, on s’est exprimé l’un à l’outre toute sa pensée, cela suffit.
*
(Alors) Vân-Tiên prit congé d’elle.
(Et) Nguyêt-Nga de pleurer et de se lamenter (en ces termes) «Amour! ô Amour!
«Plus je songe à mon sort, plus je me sens triste:
«Je n’ai pas encore payé ma dette de reconnaissance que déjà je me laisse prendre par le lien de l’amour.
«Je sens peser sur mon cœur les deux caractères (symboliques de l’union conjugale): Uyên et Uong.
*
«Et cela augmente les tristesses et les douleurs qui assaillent mon âme.
«O Vieillard de la lune, dieu aux fils rouges!
«Je t’implore. Ne laisse pas inachevée cette union pour la vie (dont je réve).
«[Jeune Bouvier]! Quels attraits as-tu
«Pour que le cœur de la «Tisseuse» ait dû pencher vers toi?
*
«Mais c’est assez! Kim-Lién! Ma petite sœur!
«Conduis ma voiture jusqu’à la région Hà-khê.»
(Le voyage se poursuivit) à travers des pistes de lièvres et des sentiers de chèvres sauvages.
Cris d’oiseaux, hurlements de singes: tout autour, eaux et montagnes!
Elle ne cessait d’implorer la protection du Ciel
*
Afin de conserver intacte la pureté d’un cœur qui s’était déjà donné à l’être bien aimé.
Mais voilà qu’elle arriva à la résidence du Préfet.
Kiêu-công, en la voyant, eut des soupçons dans le cœur.
«Où sout donc, lui demanda-t-il, les gens chargés de t’escorter?
«Pourquoi as-tu dû voyager toute seule?»
*
Nguyêt-Nga lui raconta ce qui lui était arrivé au cours de son trajet.
Kiêu-công, après avoir écouté ce récit, devint triste.
(De son côté), elle était vivement agitée:
Elle pensait à ses mésaventures et des larmes lui mouillaient les yeux.
«Les fatigues, dit-elle, qu’a dû endurer ma pauvre personne ne m’ont nullement effrayée.
*
«Je ne songe qu’à une chose: acquitter ma dette de reconnaissance envers mon bienfaiteur.»
Kiêu-công, l’ayant écouté, se sentit ému.
Il l’apaisa en ces termes: «Ma fille, repose-toi.
«Dès que j’en aurai fini avec des affaires de l’Etat.
«J’écrirai au jeune homme pour l’inviter à venir ici.
*
«Tôt ou tard, de toute façon.
«Je te promets de te libérer de cette obligation morale.
«Retire-toi pour le moment dans les appartements intérieurs
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«Et tranquillise-toi, mon enfant, tu réjouiras le cœur de ton vieux père.»
Déjà le tambour du poste de garde avait sonné la troisième veille.
*
Nguyêt-Nga sentit se réveiller en elle le souvenir (des événements passés) et s’apitoya sur son sort.
Elle sortit dans la cour plantée de poiriers
Et, regardant la lune, songea à l’être bien aimé.
Elle dit en soupirant: «Eaux rapides! Montagnes élevées!
«Quand donc pourrai-je entendre cette musique de l’ami de mon cœur?
*
«Plus je songe à mon amour, plus je le sens profond:
«Qui donc l’a fait naître en moi pour endolorir ainsi mon cœur?
«Sur cette vaste terre et sous ce ciel immense.
«Qui donc est assez cruel pour me laisser porter tout ce poids de tristesse?»
Rentrée dans sa chambre, elle prit un pinceau et un écritoire
*
Et, après avoir disposée un autel, elle invoqua et pria les Génies.
Puis, avec toute la ferveur d’un cœur sincère.
Elle traça un portrait représentant l’image de Vân-Tiên.
Elle dit en soupriant: «(En dépit de la distance de) mille stades, des montagnes et des fleuves (qui me
séparent de lui),
«Je graverai (dans mon cœur) le souvenir de son bienfait (et je ne désespère pas de cette) union qui semble
être voulue par une prédestination mystérieuse.»
B\fn{Transferred directly into this text from the source; I have made it into the versification below without, of course, altering the text in
any way; for really it is poetry:H}
The guns of the enemy have shaken the earth,
and the sky has shown the will of the people.
Ten years of your hardship in breaking the clods of your ricefields
shall not be forgotten,
and your fame shall rise like a cork.
Your only battle against the French, although it resulted in defeat,
shall nonetheless sound your renown like a rattle.
*
I remember you in the past:
You worked in loneliness to earn your living,
and your only preoccupation was your poverty and misery.
You were not accustomed to bows or horses,
nor had you much of the habit of battlefields.
The only things you knew were ricefields and water buffaloes.
You lived according to the village’s customs.
Digging, pllowing, harrowing, replanting
were your usual occupations.
Shields, rifles, scimitars, flags—
you had never seen these with your own eyes.
The sigh of the wind and the cry of the crane\fn{ The partisans had hoped that reinforcements would come from the central
government, the arrival of which would have been announced in this way }
held you breathless for more than ten months.\fn{ The time that elapsed between the capture of Saigon and the battle of Can
Giuoc}
You were expecting news from the official army
as one expects rain in the dry season.
*
For three years the stain spread and you resented the barbarians’ manners
as much as the peasant resents grass.\fn{ Franco-Spanish forces occupied the citadel of Saigon in 1859, but it was not until 1861
that they began to occupy more of the country}
One day, you saw the white cloths spread over hundreds of yards,
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and you wanted to drive forward to eat the enemies’ livers.
Another day, you watched the smoke of their gunboats blacken the sky,
and you wanted to surge out and bite their necks.
Into this united and sumptuous kingdom,
could you admit any foreigner to slay the snakes and hunt the deer?
Under the brilliant light of the sun and the moon,
how could you tolerate those who sold dog’s meat for lamb?
You did not wait for an authority to summon you or to draft you;
this time you decided to hack off the big fish.
You did not even think of running away or of dodging your responsibilities;
this time you decided to capture the tiger.
*
Alas!
You were not professional soldiers of the provincial militia
nor of the capital’s guards, experienced in military life and training.
You were but inhabitants of villages and hamlets
turned partisans to serve the cause of righteousness.
You did not wait until you had been thoroughly trained
in the eighteen weapons of the military art.
The ninety schemes of military tactics
had never been demonstrated for your instruction.
On your back, a shirt of cotton;
you did not wait for holsters or cartridge belts.
In your hands, a pointed stick;
you did not ask for knives or helmets.
The match for your gunpowder was made of straw;
but this did not prevent you from successfully burning the missionary house.
For a sword, you used your kitchen knife;
yet you were able to behead the enemies’ lieutenant.
Your officers were not compelled to beat the drums
in order to urge you forward.
You advanced on your own,
clambering onto the barricades.
You looked upon the enemy
as if he did not exist.
You were not frightened by the French
who shot large and small bullets at you.
You forced your way into their camp,
risking your life as if you had not material body.
Some of you stabbed, some struck so eagerly
that the French soldiers and their mercenaries lost heart.
You screamed in the forefront, you shouted at the rear
regardless of the enemies’ gunboats, their ships, or their rifles.
*
You had hoped that your patriotism would serve your country forever.
Who could have foreseen that your material body
would beray you so soon?
You had thought that your right conduct
would earn you victory in the battlefields
Who could have predicted that the horse’s skin
would so swiftly swathe your corpse?
Now you have returned to the world of the dead for many hunbdred years;
you did not wait for your sword to be suspended on your grave.\fn{ An allusion to the practice during the Warring States
period in China by which a brave man could ask his son to suspend his sword on his tomb to indicate his bravery and righteous to the
passersby}

On the Can Giuoc river, the grass and the trees
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mark grief along many thousand miles.
At the market of Truong Binh,\fn{A market close to Can Giuoc}
Tears fall from young and aged faces.
*
Had you been bandits or robbers, and therefore condemned to fight,
this fate would have been acceptable.
Had you been deserters from your ranks while in charge
of the guard of citadels or fortifications,
and therefore condemned to redeem your misconduct,
you would have deserved this destiny.
But what you felt was that each foot of your land
and each shoot of your vegetables,
you owed to your king.
Your talent must therefore benefit your country.
*
For a bowl of rice and a cut of cloth—
what is the matter with the enemies’ ancestors
that they come and dispute them with us?
Who causes all the difficulties to our mandarins and our troops
that they must taste snow and lie on dew?
Because of whom have our posts and forts been shattered,
swaying in the rain and collapsing in the wind?
What was the meaning of life when you were compelled to live with heretics\fn{ Christianity or Christians are meant;
according to a note, “the struggle was thus undoubtedly anti-Catholic” }
who threw away the incense burner, thrust off the reading stand?
The spectacle enhanced your sadness.
What was the meaning of life
when you were impressed into the enemy militia
and where you had to share their wine and nibble their bread?
The situation only accentuated your shame.
You preferred to die fighting the enemy,
and return to our ancestors in glory
rather than survive in submission to the Occidentals
and share your miserable life with barbarians.
*
O, now all is finished!
The Lao Ngo pagoda,
through the five watches of the night,
remains quiet and cold.
You have entrusted the full moon
with the care of the faithfulness of your heart.
The military posts of the enemies from the Western Seas
witnessed for one minute how you expressed your resentiment.
It is to be lamented that your unpropitious lot
caused you to drift with the outflowing current.
How mournful is an old mother weeping for her young son
under the midnight lamp, its light flickering around the hut.
How pitiful is a feeble wife in search of her husband;
still she falters at the doorway though the sun has set.
*
O, the smoke of your battle has already dissipated,
but your right conduct shall be recorded for a thousand years.
Let their generals and soldiers establish their camp on the Ben Nghe river,\fn{ Now the Saigon River}
we shall see who is responsible for the clouds blackening all four horizons.
Our ancestors and parents still live on the land of Dong Nai,\fn{ The ancient name for South Vietnam}
we shall see who will be able to save the next generation.
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You are dead, but your debt to your country
has been fully honored,
And your reputation shall be praised
by the whole population of the six provinces.
You are dead, but temples and shrines
have been erected for your cult,
And your name shall be cherished
by thousands of generations to come.
You fought the enemy during your life.
Now, dead, you continue your struggle
by letting your souls follow and support our garrisons and troops.
For ten regenerations, you have pledged revenge.
You served your king during your life.
Now, dead, you continue to serve him.
The Imperial Edict demonstrates clearly
and a simple word “recognition” suffices
To compensate you for your noble deeds.
The heroes’ tears shall not run dry,
and we love you
because you acted according to the will of Heaven
and the people.
The incense sticks burnt in memory of the partisans
are the most fragrant,
And we are grateful to you
because you struggled for the king
and for the land.
O, mourn.
278.162 Touching Impressions\fn{by Nguyen Xuan On (1825-1889)} Quan Phuong Village (now part of Dien Thai),
Dien Chau District, Nghe An Province, Vietnam (M) -1
Wherefore our land of perpetual trouble?
Half is Heaven’s doing, half is man’s.
The barbarians could terorize the Ch’in\fn{A reference to the five northern tribes (3rd century BC) that repeatedly attacked
China’s Ch’in Dynasty}
Yet three clans could also overthrow the Ch’in.\fn{ In China the aggressive state of Ch’in took over the state of Ch’u (223BC),
but three clans refused to be subdued and eventually helped overturn the Ch’in (206BC) }
Peace offerings of jade and silk simply made things worse.
Yet how many hae dared to thump oars, brandish spears to kill the enemy?
How odd: from old mandarin cap and gown,
To all those people running around in savage barbarian clothing!\fn{ A reference to the French}
158e.192 En lisant l’oraison funebre des partisans\fn{by La princesse Mai Am (1826-1904)} Vietnam (F) -1
Tros fois mes yeux ont lu ce chant funèbre, trois fois mon âme s’est émue!
Tant de force héroique, tant de vigueur dans les mots ont bouleversé mon cœur!
L’homme du peuple qui sert son Roi, sait hair son ennnemi!
Le lettré regrette amèrement de ne savoir manier les armes!
La brume voile les ramparts envahis par les pirates du Couchant, la lune épand une pâle clarté de glace sur les
blancs ossements des champs de bataille.
Cette oraison funèbre écrite dans la langue du peuple jamais ne périra!
Tant elle empoigne nos cœurs, mille fois plus encore que le culte rendu aux morts sans sepulture qui seul pout
sécher les larmes des âmes en pein!\fn{ Le gouverneur Tran Sung (sous les Han) entendait chaque nuit des pleurs et des
lamentations s’élever du Sud de la citadelle de Lac Duong. Il y découvrit des ossements et les fit inhumer, ce qui mit fin aux plaintes des
âmes en peine}
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158.47 Placet\fn{by Hoang Dieu (1828-1882)} Xuan Dai Village, Điện Bàn is District, Quang Nam Province, Vietnam
(M) 1
Bien que peu expert, je me vis confier de lourdes responsabilités. J’ai reçu en charge une partie du royaume
alors que les frontières n’étaient pas encore pacifiées. Né sous le signe des lettres, j’ignorais tout des problèmes de
frontières. Dix années après le Traité,\fn{ Traité Philastre (1874): La France rétrocéda les villes conquises mais obtint le droit
d’installer une garnison à Hanoi et Haiphong, ainsi que l’ouverture du Fleuve Rouge au commerce. } comment avoir encore
confiance en l’ennemi? Je pris mon poste, trois ans passèrent. Pour renforcer la défense et prévenir toute traitrise,
j’ai entrainé les troupes et consolidé la Citadelle.
Qui pouvait se douter que le nid à peine fini, les fauves surgiraient? Au deuxième mois de cette année, les
Français ont fait venir quatre bateaux à feu\fn{ Canonnière.} et accru l’effectif de leur garnison. A voir les troupes
arrivées de si loin, la population s’est alarmée.
Je pensais qu’Hanoi, verrou du Nord, était une région vitale pour tout le pays. Si un jour elle devait s’écrouler,
les autres provinces tomberaient comme fruits mûrs. Plein d’anxiété, je lançai un appel pressant aux différentes
régions, j’alertai la Cour. Avec des renforts, peut-être serait-il encore temps?
Hélas! Sa Majesté m’a plus d’une fois blâmé pour cet acte, m’accusant de recourir à la pression des armes, de
préconiser une défense inopportune. Ce rappel à l’ordre me paraissait trop sévère. Ce fut une déception pour les
mandarins et pour la population, qui ne savaient que faire.
Doutant de la valeur de mes décisions personnelles, je n’en assumais pas moins mes responsabilités d’envoyé
plénipotentiaire. M’efforçant constamment d’être circonspect, j’imitais les anciens dans le culte de mon Roi. Je
consultais chaque jour mes collègues. D’aucuns suggéraient qu’il vaudrait mieux ouvrir les portes à l’ennemi.
D’autres proposaient de replier nos troupes pour apaiser les soupçons. Dussé-je avoir le corps écartelé, les os
broyés, je ne pus me soustraire à ces mesures!
Alors qu’aucune ligne de conduite n’avait encore été arrêtée les Français ont saboté la paix. Le 7e jour de ce
mois,\fn{25 April 1882.} ils brusquèrent leur attaque, lancèrent un ultimatum et le lendemain, leurs soldats se
pressaient comme des fourmis, leurs armes grondaient comme le tonnerre. Les rues de la ville étaient en feu, la
citadelle perdait son ardeur au combat. Domptant mon mal, je me suis élancé à la tête d’une colonne. Nous avons
abattu une centaine d’ennemis et tenu une demi-journée. Ils étaient en pleine force, nous, épuisés. Sans renfort
aucun, nous étions perdus. Les militaires, pris de panique, ont fui comme des lapins. Les mandarins civils, dès les
premières nouvelles, ont disparu. J’avais le cœur déchiré, que pouvais-je, seul contre tous! Incapable de
commander, je me jugeai indigne de vivre. La citadelle perdue, même la mort ne saurait me racheter! J’aurais
voulu survivre pour sauver ce qui reste, mais comment imiter Tao Mat qui, pour récupérer les territoires perdus,
osa menacer l’ennemi! Je décidai de me pendre pour payer ma dette d’homme, pensant ainsi suivre l’exemple de
Truong Tuan, mort pour la citadelle!
Pareille décision n’a pas été dictée par la prétention de me montrer fidèle et loyal envers mon roi, mais par la
force des choses! Le domaine de Sa Majesté étant devenu terre ennemie, comment pourrais-je voir sans rougir les
lettrés du Nord? J’ai prêté serment de fidélité à la citadelle du Dragon,\fn{ Hanoi. L’un de ces anciens noms était Thang
Long (Dragon en plein essor). } j’espèrere rejoindre Nguyen Tri Phuong\fn{ Le 19 novembre 1873, les Français s’emparèrent de
Hanoi. Le vieux général Nguyen Tri Phuong, gouverneur de la ville, fut blessé et fait prisonnier. Il refusa toutes les avances des Français et
se laissa mourir de faim.} au royaume des ombres.

En garnison à des milliers de lieues, je verse des larmes de sang. Puissent le soleil et la lune éclairer mon cœur
immaculé.
278.198 Farewell Apologies To The King\fn{by Hoang Dieu (1829-1882)} Dien Ban Disrict, Quang Nam Province,
Vietnam (M) 1
I, the undersigned, am convinced that the Imperial confidence has appointed me to a position which far surpasses my abilities. I, who am a modest scholar inexperienced in the management of frontier areas, was invested
with the responsibility of maintaining order and peace in a strategic region wherein rebellions swarm like flies.
For ten years\fn{Actually for eight years, since 1874, when the French first intervened in northern Vietnam } we have been engaged in negotiations, and yet the enemy’s intentions remain inscrutable. It will soon be three years since I came,
upon Imperial orders, to administer the region of Hanoi. During this time, never have I dared neglect the training
of our troops nor the consolidation of our fortifications. Not only have these measures contributed to the maintenance of peace within these borders, they have also discouraged evildoers from even initiating their plots.
But who would have guessed that birds of prey were poised for flight or that ravenous carnivores were in
search of meat?
46

In the second month of this year, many French battleships sailed toward northern Vietnam and most of them
moored not far from Hanoi. The population of the citadel became uneasy at their approach.
I ventured to think of Hanoi as a pass opening to all the regions of northern Vietnam. It is certainly a strategic
stronghold. Were this place to fall into enemy hands, the rest of the territory would sooner or later follow suit.
For this reason, I both sent instructions secretly to the governors of the neighboring provinces to warn them
and memorialized the throne to ask for reinforcement. Several times, however, Imperial edicts rebuked me for
excessive concern with military matters or for not knowing the proper way to resist the enemy.
I searched myself and found that I was not in command of any real power. Nevertheless I could not with decency forsake my duties as I am, after all, an important official.
Conforming my conduct to that of my predecessors, I maintained an unwavering loyalty to the King.
Almost daily, I discussed the situation with my subordinates. Some suggested that we open our citadel to the
French so that they might come and go freely. Others proposed that we withdraw our troops in order to allay their
suspicion regarding our plans of resistance. I vehemently opposed these counsels and felt that, though I were annihilated, I should not comply with such expedients.
While our plans and preparations for defense were still indefinite, the enemies suddenly broke their earlier
agreement.
On the seventh day\fn{April 24, 1882} they submitted their ultimatum and on the following day they unleashed
the main force of their troops against the citadel.
The enemy troops surrounded us, numerous as ants.
The Western cannon exploded, deafening as thunder.
In the city, fire spread over all the houses in every street.
In the citadel, fear wrung the heart of the whole population.
Although I had just recovered from an illness, I made every effort to command our troops. We killed more than
one hundred enemy soldiers. We succeeded in defending the citadel for longer than half a day.
But what else could we have done?
We were weak while they were strong. In vain, we waited for reinforcements. In vain, we fought for certain
strategic points.
What more could we have done when our military officers, terrified by the enemy’s advance, scattered in every
direction and when our civilian mandarins sought only a means of escape?
My heart hurt me as if it had been cut with a knife. I could not, however, single-handedly hold the citadel.
A military commander of no talent like myself does not deserve to live longer. Responsible for the loss of the
citadel, devoid of any hope of recovering it, I feel the death sentence too mild a punishment for my misdeed.
I dare not follow Tsao Mo’s example and save my life for a future revenge.\fn{ A general of the Lu state (7th century
BC), he was defeated by the Ch’i and obliged to cede the territory he governed in return for peace, but succeeded in reconquering it later
on}

My only recourse is to imitate Chang Hsün by ending my life in order to honor the great responsibilities entrusted to me.\fn{A general who defended Sui Yang against An Lu-shan’s son, and who was put to death when, after Sui Yang had been
overcome, he refused to pledge allegiance to the conqueror }
It is neither loyalty nor righteousness that I can claim, for I have been compelled to make this decision.
I am filled with shame for having allowed the enemy to seize the Capital of the North.
Will the scholars of this part of the country forgive me?
Bound to the destiny of the citadel, I am determined to walk in the steps of my predecessor, Nguyen Tri Phuong.\fn{The commander of the Hanoi citadel when the French forces seized it in 1873, he committed suicide a few minutes before the
ciadel fell into French hands}
Will my sovereign, a thousand miles away from me, understand my situation?
The only wish I form is that the sun and the moon send their rays to witness my devotion.
Done on the eighth day of the fourth month of the thirty-fifth year of Tu duc.\fn{ April 25, 1882; after writing this
note, he hung himself}
278.114 & 278.194 1. Quotations 2. Excerpt from Memorial On The Great Position Under Heaven 3. Excerpt
from Memorial On The Utility Of Diplomatic Relations 4. Excerpt from Memorial On The Eight Reforms
Urgently Needed \fn{by Nguyen Truong To (1830-1871)} Bui Chu Village, Hung Nguyen District, Nghe An Province,
Vietnam (M) 8
1
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Every living thing in this world is endowed with a distinct nature, and thus each must have a distinct charge to
fulfill. … It is the same with human beings—the king, the official, the soldier, the subject, each has distinct
oblige-tions. Thus, with each in the appropriate position, everyone has a specific duty.
*
Without the king and his officials, it would not be long before the people would begin to create disturbances,
competing to take the supreme position, usurping one another, fostering discord throughout the land. Thus, a
country with a tyranical king is still better off than it would be if it had no king.
*
[Mencius’ argument] has opened the door for innumerable perverted scholars … to use the justification of
the public gold in order to promote their own private interests.
*
The people [in Western countries] know that their own faults are many and that the Lord uses [natural] disasters to warn them [to repent]. This explains many of the [causes for] hardships and inequality among the people.
These occurrences are not attributed to the actions of the king and his officials. [The people] would not dare to
blame them on the authorities.
*
The duty of the subject is simply to support the king and venerate his officials. If the king and his officials
make mistakes, then the entire country should do nothing but endure the [resulting] pain and misery.
*
To punish the people causes but little harm to a country, whereas to punish the king could cause great dam-age.
… Furthermore, the common people of a kingdom often commit crimes, and the Lord uses the king as a scourge
in punishing the offenders. Thus, to kill the king is no different from killing the Lord Himself.
*
A person is born and grows from the period of nursing to the period of infancy, to the period of youth, and then
on into old age. ... The success or failure of any enterprise undertaken while young cannot be determined until
adulthood. Only then can a person’s capacities begin to compensate for the mistakes of youth and begin to leave
something worthwhile for old age. The accomplishments of former times were only adequate to supply humanity
with the barest necessities. But compared to later ages, these achievements are but child’s play.
*
At present there are many who still cannot understand the process of development leading from former times
to our own time. Instead, they ardently praise antiquity, asserting that succeeding ages cannot equal it. In everything, they want to return to former times. [They] have caused our country to take the wrong road and to become
feeble, unable to develop and prosper.
*
The military accomplishments of this empire\fn{ The Roman} were renowned throughout the four oceans ... and
it created many extraordinary things that have been handed down to the present age. But from approximately the
middle point of the empire’s existence onward, those responsible for protecting the city only organized festivals
and feasts for their enjoyment, while those on the front lines only prized literary studies as a means of advancement. The superior men who emerged at that time wrote and reasoned in the literary style only, considering
themselves elevated and distinguished. The study of practical matters was gradually abandoned, and as a result
barbarians from the North-West crushed and divided this great power.
*
Afterwards, the Westerners heeded this warning, and so in selecting their officials, they absolutely never have
literary examinations. … Indeed, a poem will never compel invaders to retreat, nor will a thousand empty words
ever lead to any useful plan.
*
When [our Vietnamese scholars] are young, they study the astronomy, geography, politics, and customs of the
Central Kingdom … yet when they mature, they must deal with the astronomy, geography, politics, and customs
of the South [Vietnam], which have no relationship whatsoever to what was in their books. … Never has the
world seen such an eccentric educational system.
*
Our country...has its own human events and morality. These are the things that … our officials and people must
study diligently so that … their determination to protect this heritage will be stimulated. … Our country also had
famous luminaries, and their deeds are worthy examples. Why do we not teach of their actions instead of tirelessly
reciting the names of persons who have been dead for thousands of years? … Studying in this way until one is old
is truly a strange practice!
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*
At present in our country, there are those who eat but do not plough, who do not study yet seek to become
officials, whose judgement is limited but whose arrogance is boundless, who do not do their duty, and who know
nothing of morality
*
[The French] would treat our people like fish on the chopping block … why is it that only very few people pay
attention to these matters, instead thinking only of how to compete with each other, word by word and phrase by
phrase, seeking to develop a superb style?
*
As for poetry, it is only used for chanting verses to the flowers and the moon; when one is hungry, it cannot be
cooked to make a filling meal. In regard to … the classical texts, they have already been clearly explained and
commented upon by previous scholars, and there is no need for our students to complicate these commentaries
further … one need only understand the meaning
*
Nowhere else under Heaven can such a regulation\fn{ Exempting sdcholars from paying head tax and corvée labor } be
found. And yet one does not see an increase in the talent that our country has at its disposal; nor does one observe
a decrease of talent in other countries [that do not have this practice]. … This gang of scholars is robbing the state
of its tax revenues in the most skillful manner.
*
Why does the court not select those among the cu-nhan and tu-tai degree-holders who are physically sound and
require them to abandon literature for the martial arts? … After they have studied military affairs … they could be
examined and given commissions. … Would this not be better than leaving them free to meddle in … village life?
*
It is often said that rules and regulations are only to aid in governing, that they contain no intrinsic, perfect morality. People … do not understand that activities contrary to the law are sinful, while those in accord with the law
are virtuous. … Nothing is greater than the selfless public spirit, which is thus [equivalent to] Heavenly morality.
2
… If we do not now bend ourselves in order to adjust our position to circumstances, if we are not now willing to
part with some of our territory, and, if by bad luck, our forces should be completely destroyed, then we shall lose
our entire country. They who are responsible holders of the destiny of a people always know how to accept small
sacrifices so as to gain important benefits.
Therefore our best strategy now would consist in cutting off a portion of our territory on the frontier area and
giving it to the French. They will then defend these frontier regions for us. When a mountain is inhabited by a
strong tiger, the others will not dare come to disturb it any longer. In exchange for an eternal peace favorable to the
entire population, we shall merely lose a small portion of our country.
Then, while our population is enjoying its peace, we will send young students to foreign countries. They shall
try to penetrate the secrets of their defenses and attacks, and they shall also study whatever the foreign countries
have to teach them regarding technical civilization. During their stay overseas, our students shall be thoroughly
introduced to all aspects of life in these foreign countries. If they study hard enough, they will certainly become
skillful. If they are skillful, our country will become stronger.
We will then accumulate our strength, waiting for the day when we shall go into action. Under these circumstances, we shall be completely sure of recovering in the evening what we have lost in the morning.
Nothing is too late …
3
… Because it is on an equal footing with Vietnam, we take the example of Siam.\fn{ The ancient name of Thailand}
This country is neither larger nor stronger than ours. However, in her relationship with the Western powers, Siam
had the wisdom to accept trade with England, Spain, and Portugal. Thereby the Siamese were able to preserve
their independence. They are not obliged to defend their frontiers nor are they compelled to protect their interests.
Furthermore, wherever they go, they are respected as if they were a world power. Although England and
France are both eager to conquer Siam, neither of them dares decide to move forward. This very special position
in the world Siam has obtained and maintained through her diplomacy; and the manner in which this diplomacy is
conducted renders her richer and stronger day by day.
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Under the present circumstance, the only efficient means of self-defense we have at our disposal is diplomacy
conducted with a reasonable foreign policy. I see no better method for preserving our autonomy. Moreover, if we
do not quickly decide on a style in our conduct of diplomacy and if we do not hasten to apply this style, I am
afraid that when we finally do, it will be too late …
4\fn{The eight reforms were military affairs, administrative affairs, fiancial affairs, educational system, land taxes, frontier region
management, population statistics, and youth camps and charitable institutions. What follows is the author’s proposal concerning the
educational system}
It is necessary to reform our educational system.
Our students should study practical matters in order to apply them. Wherever education is not well developed,
customs progressively deteriorate; man becomes increasingly false, attracted only by brilliant appearances. As
customs strongly influence human behavior, in such circumstances when even virtuous rulers cannot arrest decay,
what more will the pitiable administrators we presently have be able to do? When men’s spirits are seriously corrupted, very few will care for righteous matters or be enthused over public affairs.
However, what does it mean to study? To study means to learn what one does not know in order to know it.
When one knows it, one can put this knowledge to effect in the practical affairs of one’s country and bequeath this
useful knowledge to later generations.
What we now study, what the professors teach and what the students learn, is all related to things past. Although the books we now read contain some practical material, it is recorded without clear detail. Moreover, in
many cases the knowledge of this detail is all buried with the people of older generations. May we then ex cavate
their tombs to ask questions?
That is why men of the past have said: it is possible to ferret out the reasons why the Tang or Emperor Yao
governed their nation so peacefully and so prosperously, but it is not possible to re-enact that peace or that prosperity through the knowledge of these reasons alone. People in the past likened human affairs to musical instruments; these instruments remaining constant, each player yet develops his own style.
At the present time, in our country, the students learn Chinese characters and many forms of poetry. When they
are appointed officials, they become involved in legal or military affairs.
Young, they study matters relevant to Shantung, Kwangsi, or elsewhere; as officials, they serve their country in
southern or northern Vietnam.
Young, they read books on the astronomy, geography, political affairs, and customs of China—customs that the
Chinese themselves have altered; adults, they must deal with the astronomy, geography, political affairs, and
customs of Vietnam, none of which are contained in their textbooks.
No other country in the world has so irrational a system of education. Look at Japan and Korea. They also
study Chinese books, but only for pleasure. To be convinced of that, one should read the books written in their
own languages. They do rely upon foreign books in the organization of their political institutions, but never have
they neglected to consider their proper situation and the specific conditions of their country.
Our country has the protection of Heaven above it, the support of the Earth under it. These are astronomical
and geographical foundations. In this world our country is, after all, an independent country. It is not a Chinese
colony. Within our borders, we have problems of organization and of maintenance of order, problems that we
ought to think of in the present, for the future. Our country has, besides, its ancestors, its court, its mandarins, its
tradition. It is our duty to study the principles of prosperity and decay, the causes of order and chaos. What the
emperors of our dynasty, from its foundation to the present day, have done for the country and its people—this is
precisely what the mandarins and the common people should know in order to pay them their debt of gratitude
and to preserve the heritage they have received from them. Our mountains and our rivers, our borders and our
frontiers, our seas and our lakes, our military posts and our citadels, our territory in short, has certainly undergone
numerous changes. We must know them well in order to avoid errors of administration, and to cope with difficulties in troubled times. The country’s laws, the village’s customs, the usages of our people, good as well as
bad, all these should constitute serious subjects for our study and research so that we may modify or supplement
them.
Should we fail to carry out this project on a national scale, we must at least execute it at the village level. Such
a program of study will contribute to the good administration of the country and to the improvement of the world.
We should also study the methods of extracting mineral resources, raising cattle, and planting rice, so as to
reach a certain degree of self-sufficiency.
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Today, our country is besieged, threatened, and will perhaps be occupied by men of another race. This is a problem we have to face, and we should exhaust our intelligence and strength in meeting these difficulties so as to
save our country and our families.
Our national heroes have undoubtedly accomplished innumerable exploits in the past. The high officials of the
court have also achieved courageous deeds worthy of note. They should be our heroes for the present. Why do we
not write of these good examples and distribute this literature to the people, so that they will be in censed against
the enemy? Why do we spend all our time, day and night, ceaselessly invoking Chinese heroes who died several
thousand years ago? Do we owe them a debt of gratitude? Are men of the present inferior to those of the past? Do
we wish to resuscitate them with our invocations? It is indeed an odd spectacle to see our people spend a lifetime
in such studies!
Among our people today, there are persons who do not labor in the ricefields but who wish to eat, people who
do not weave but who wish to dress, who have no talent but who wish to occupy high positions, who have no
education but who wish to be officials. There are also many narrow-minded persons arrayed in vast ambitions
who consequently neglect their duties and disregard even the basic principles of morality. These persons plot subversively to persuade our people to act in a seriously wrong manner.
These people constitute a real danger to our country. Why do we not interrogate them, apply some pressure on
them, re-educate them, show them clearly that their behavior can no longer find sanctuary on this earth? Is not the
mission of converting the people from the wrong path onto the right road the primary one? Why do we not then
consider this a matter for our studies? This mission can be performed by all, whether scholar or commoner. Why
do we not do it?
If, instead of devoting our efforts and time to polishing our style or to embellishing our calligraphy, we were to
study current affairs—battle plans, for example, or the methods of building citadels and firing cannons—we
should probably be in a position to resist our enemy.
If, instead of spending several decades of our life attempting to memorize all the names of persons and places,
all the disorderly events, recorded in the books of remote dynasties such as the Yin, Hsia, Shang, Chou, Tang,
Sung, Yuan, we were to study current affairs, such as military strategy, law and regulations, finance, architecture,
textile industries, agriculture, and all the new inventions, we should perhaps be able to make our country rich and
our people strong.
For all their public affairs, good or bad, our people rely entirely upon the court. Is it because they have the
notion that they are children? No. The cause of this situation lies in our system of education. And if the educational system is not what it should be, it is because we have not recognized the importance of the monarchy, the
necessity of the mandarinate, and the intimacy of the relationship between the state of the country and that of the
people. That is why everyone, no matter what is at stake, always places his own interest above that of the country,
and few possess any sense of dedication to public affairs.
Finally, if our educational system does not follow a sound path, it is in part due to the court and in part due to
the textbooks.
Such are the customs and attitudes of our people at the present time. The court can see this quite clearly and
can also understand it most thoroughly. If now, however, we were to reform all these corrupted habits at once, I
am fearful that many people would be shocked and many would devise some manner of opposition.
Therefore, we should begin by first reforming our system of education, by seeking practical knowledge, by
dividing this knowledge into departments, and by rewarding those candidates who succeed in entering these
departments. Slowly, we shall attain practicality; by the same token, bad habits will also gradually disappear.
I would propose the creation of the following departments:
1. Department of Agriculture
The first act should be to issue a book on agriculture. All information on the characteristics of the soil, the diverse requirements of plants, the different periods for crops, the numerous kinds of cattle, all this information
should be sent to each provincial capital and from there conveyed to the Ministry of Agriculture in the capital—
for we shall create a ministry such as exists in European countries.
The ministry will evaluate all these specific data against the principles found in various texts on agriculture.
They will record their findings in a book which will be published and sent all over the country. At that time, all
other agricultural treatises which are not concerned with the peculiarities of our soil or of our climate will be discarded.
We all know that agriculture constitutes the basis of our life. Food, clothes, and other necessities depend upon
agriculture. There is an old saying: when men lack food and clothes, they ignore the relationship between the king
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and themselves. If we do not give this basic means of subsistence the attention it deserves in order to develop it,
our people will be compelled to struggle for their food, for their life. What time may they then devote to thoughts
of rites and righteousness?
At the moment, as regards agriculture, we rely on nature. Not a single official of the court guides the population, takes care of its problems, encourages it. In such circumstances, it is certainly not surprising that the population endlessly follows the ancient methods of cultivation, that it is incapable of obtaining a higher yield from the
fields. How can we then expect the people to pay more taxes to the state?
I myself have seen many areas where we might easily, at the cost of two or three hundred taels, lay basic hydraulic structures. The yield of the fields could then be raised at least tenfold. Some places have ponds, pools,
marshes. Were we to drain some three or four feet of water from these places, we could transform them into ricefields. And yet no one is interested in draining this water toward the sea. Elsewhere, it would not be very difficult
to erect small dikes, but people are quite content to leave the land to teal, herons, snails, clams. All land classified
in the land registers of the court as uncultivated belongs to the categories I have just mentioned.
I have questioned the local people concerning these lands. Some told me that they did not have enough money or workers. Others said the geomancer advised them not to drain water from certain sites lest their works
disturb the spirits of the earth and the elders and notables of the village be stricken with illness.
I truly pity all these people but do not know how to cure them of their bad habits. Under these conditions,
we can rely upon the authority of the officials.
2. Department of Astronomy and Geography
These two sciences constitute the basis for all human affairs. If human intelligence expands every day, if
human behavior improves each day, it is thanks to these two sciences. I therefore propose to publish, of all the
studies related to astronomy and geography, those that accord with the astronomical and geographi cal situation of
our country, those that contain truths and practical devices, those devoid of all magical and geomantic elements.
Moreover, we must glean useful information from European books. I have already sent to the court all the
books pertaining to these subjects that I bought during my recent trip to the West. The court should appoint
persons who will translate them and summarize all information in them susceptible to application, so as to demonstrate that our country also exists under Heaven and on Earth.
As of now, we do not know what is above our head and under our feet, the source of our life, our destination
after death. We are totally ignorant concerning present affairs, we do not know why we are human be ings nor
what is the significance of a human being.
As for the calendar, we should appoint genuine specialists who will calculate on geographical coordinates, the
temperature and the weather of our country and establish a calendar for at least a hundred years. This kind of
work could be done by the missionaries.
3. Department of Technology
We should gather from old books all that has been written on technology, whether it be a sentence or a
paragraph. We should then correct these data to bring them up to date. Moreover, we should choose from Occidental books those which deal with useful matters such as mines or mechanics (I recently bought two big volumes
of such books in which one can find everything) and translate them. We should also purchase a printing press
which will publish all these translations. Before all else, we should create this department to show the people the
interest of the court. Our people will then be confident that those who devote their efforts to technology will find
good opportunities. Otherwise, our students will cleave to the traditional way of learning.
4. Department of Legal Studies
All shall be admitted to this department, whether they be mandarins or simple citizens. Students shall study the
law of our country and all the regulations which have accumulated since the reign of Gia Long.\fn{ 1802-1819}
Only those trained in law shall be appointed officials, since law includes all regulations, ordinances, and
precepts of the state. In the law we can also find complete expositions of the three duties\fn{Of a prince, a father, and a
husband} and the five constant virtues\fn{ Benevolence, righteousness, propriety, knowledge, and sincerity } as well as the tasks
of the six ministries.\fn{Of the cenral government}
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Officials use the law to administer. People are bound by law to a proper behavior. All punishments are meted
out according to the law. That is why, in the West, officials of the law can only be promoted, never demoted. They
are vested with complete liberty to preserve the law.
In human behavior, what can be more laudable than loyalty and filial piety, and what can be more precious
than righteousness and propriety? The Confucian books, however, merely set them on paper. You can follow
them, and no one will praise you. You can violate them, and no one will punish you. Hence many persons indeed
have become very learned but no one has improved his behavior or redressed his errors. For this reason, Confucius declared:
“I have never met a faulty person who punishes himself.”
There are persons who pretend that the law’s only utility is to foster administration. The law, they say, cannot
help us attain true virtue.
Do these persons not realize that all deeds contrary to law are vices, and all deeds performed in accord with it
are virtues? If those who hold power exercise it with the justice inherent in the law, this power becomes a virtue.
In the law, all is justice, all accords with Heaven’s virtue.
Is not the law thus true virtue?
The only drawback is that one fails to apply the law in all its implications. Should all men live and behave
according to the law, they would fulfill their human condition to perfection; there would be no need to look elsewhere for virtue.
I therefore propose that all who wish to take mandarinal examinations be first tested in knowledge of the law
and the practical affairs of the time.
Our country is a poor country; how may we now enrich it? Our army is not yet strong; why do we not train and
strengthen it? Our people are not yet enlightened; why do we not educate them? They are still poor and miserable;
why do we not seek means to end their poverty and misery? The enemy from outside seizes every opportunity to
enslave our population, to steal our property; why do we not bear that threat in mind so as to avoid future danger?
Many of our people are ignorant of the law and thereby unwittingly break it; why do we not inform them?
Why do we devote our time to the various poetic genres? They are good only for praising the beauty of flowers
and the brilliance of the moon. When one is hungry, one cannot cook them to appease one’s hunger. The Classics
have been annotated time and again by ancient Confucian scholars; we need add nothing to them. We should on
the contrary discard them all and question our students on the present state of the administration of our country.
If we do not give our total attention to all these urgent matters, if we adhere slavishly to every value of the
past, I am afraid that the enemy who surrounds us will arrive very soon and enslave us with his culture and his
laws.
At that moment, our regrets and sorrows will be of little help to us.
5. Department for Promotion of the National Language
Among our people there are many who need interpreters to be understood. Are they not then just like foreignners? Our country is one but we have two languages. Is our population then not split into two portions?\fn{ Chinese
and Vietnamese are the two languages referred to; but the linguistic situation in the author’s time was more complicated. In his day, the
Vietnamese spoken language had no official system of writing. It could be understood through the use of Chinese characters if these
characters were modified; and in fact such an informal writing system existed—called the nom system—which all Vietnamese people
readily understood when it was read to them, even though it also made use of a certain combination of Chinese characters when used to
transcribe the Vietnamese spoken language. However, it was never put into official use, and earlier writers usually scorned it as a secondrate means of expression. All official documents and literary works were written in pure classical Chinese, and when these documents were
read aloud, the common Vietnamese people could not understand them. To complete the universality of incomprehension, neither could the
Chinese themselves understand what was being said, since the Vietnamese had their own pronounciation for Chinese characters which was
foreign to the Chinese ear. In any event, the written nom system itself required a knowledge of some Chinese characters, which the author
himself says are very difficult to remember}

What is a writing system essentially? It is simply a spoken language recorded with signs. Every country in the
world has a writing system. When a text is read, all can understand the mean ing of that which is read aloud. One
need only learn how to write it.
Hence, every country under Heaven has its own language and its own script. Our country is the second largest
country in the East, and yet we do not have our own system of writing. Is it because Heaven does not favor us?
No, it is simply because we have always been fascinated by the foreign script.\fn{ I.e., by Chinese} We learn it so
well that even our scholars of talent have not dared invent a new system, lest they be opposed by public opinion.
When the state publishes a regulation or issues an order, it undoubtedly intends that all with eyes shall see it,
and all with ears shall hear it. It certainly does not mean to reach only a minority of the people while the majority
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has to call upon an interpreter. We now use Chinese characters, which are doubly inconvenient: both because they
are not correctly pronounced and because they do not transcribe our spoken language. When one begins to learn
these characters, one has both to recognize them and to remember their pronunciation. Moreover, a public reading
of them is understood only by those who have been instructed in the particular system. Those who have not been
initiated into this sort of writing listen to the reading as they might to the songs of birds or the croaks of ravens.
On the contrary, if our spoken language were read, then when the students recited their lessons at home women
and children would understand them. The result would be tantamount to their attending school. Furthermore, the
spoken language presents one great advantage: young children learn to speak it with their parents. They could
learn to read and write it when they go to school. Would we not thus save half of our time? The time we gained
could then be devoted to the study of practical matters. Would that not be more useful?
All the talented persons of our country spend their entire time and efforts on Chinese characters. While they
are young, in the full strength of their age, they bury themselves in Chinese books, day and night, without respite.
Is it because they wish to become Chinese? Even when our scholars are versed in these characters, the Chinese
cannot understand them when they read to them.
On the other hand, when our scholars try to explain something to the ordinary Vietnamese people, they are not
understood. Worse than that: neither their writing nor their understanding of these characters is perfect.
The law is interpreted variously. Legal cases are handled variously because the [Chinese] characters cannot
properly convey the complexity of situations. The decrees and regulations of the court have to be translated for
the population, and, in most cases, the translation fails to give the full meaning of the document. The court’s
orders are therefore very often misunderstood.
In short, we ask whether it is true that when a person speaks or writes, he means to be understood? If he does,
is it not then a strange phenomenon that, in one country, when one person speaks or writes, others do not understand him?
In European countries, nine persons out of ten can read and write. Even illiterates can understand all official
documents when these are read to them. This is because these documents are written in the national language.
After three years of school, [European] children understand almost everything; while, with Chinese characters,
you can study all your life until your death and still not know one third of them.
Have we not talented persons able to devise a script which will transcribe our national language? But since we
have been borrowing and studying Chinese characters for so long, if we now alter our methods completely, all
will be lost.
Therefore, I propose that we use Chinese characters as the basis of the new writing. All characters whose pronunciation corresponds to our language shall be adopted without modification. To the others we shall add specific
signs so as to have them pronounced in our spoken language. After that, we shall collect all the words of our language into a dictionary. When this reform has been effected, i.e. when the Chinese characters are able to be read in
our language, all documents, official or private, shall be written in that system.
We shall then use Chinese characters, but we shall read them according to our national spoken language. At
that time, when a document is read aloud, all in the country will be able to understand it. Will that not be much
simpler and more practical?
If the court is convinced of the utility of my proposition, I suggest that all books of history, geography, and arts
and crafts be written in this writing and distributed to the population. We should also publish a daily newspaper in
which all decrees, edicts, and activities of prominent persons as well as principal events of the country are reported. This newspaper shall constitute reading material for the students and shall simultaneously inform them of the
affairs of the state.\fn{The colonial power itself had been thinking along similar lines, and had founded such a newspaper in 1865,
three years prior to our author’s memorial. It was called Gia-dinh bao (The Newspaper of Gia Dinh) and it was written partly in classical
Chinese and partly in a Vietnamese romanized script which the imperialists were promoting in southern Vietnam at the time. Nguyen
Truong To does not even mention this, perhaps because it was of French provenance aided with collaborationist help, but perhaps also
because he himself favored the nom system, according to this note, “about which he writes as if he were its inventor.” In fact, the note says,
“the first nom document is said to date from the 13th century, but some Vietnamese scholars contend that the system already existed
earlier.”}

In our country, many people feel that the present will never equal the past. Why do they not return to their ancient times to savor their peace and perfect government? Why do they never un derstand that, if they are born in
this period, in this country, they have the moral obligation to live in this period, in this country? Why do they underestimate the realities of the moment and spend their time in dreams of the snows of yesteryear? What is the
cause of this irrational situation? It is because our system of education is badly organized.
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In short, when one spends all one’s time in the study of ancient times, one can not help but concentrate on the
ancient way of life and sigh for the return of the old days. If now, one spends one’s time on the present, one will
want to build up a fair society for today. Hence, I have proposed to reform the system of education.
The shortcomings I have described in this document are those all can perceive. Of the evil which has been
wrought on China and on our country by the Confucian way of life, I can present countless examples. But would
the court willingly listen to me, should I decide to speak up on the subject?
278.162b 1. Fragments Of A Letter “Answering The French Offers” 2. The Complete Letter (c.1888)\fn{by
Nguyen Quang Bich (1832-1890)} Trin Pho Village, Truc Dinh District, Nam Dinh Province, Vietnam (M) 1
1\fn{For the translator of this edited version, see MMMDXCI in the Bibliography}
You\fn{Frenchmen} came to look our country over, displaying good techniques, clever skills and a well-trained army.
And on this basis it seems that more than half of our people have left brightness and righteousness in order to follow you.
This land of long civilization, of countless mandarins and proper ceremony has just about become French property.
This being the case, you may consider us extremely foolish for not having measured our strength realistically,
instead courting disaster by gathering some hundreds of scholar-gentry and several thousand exhausted soldiers to
oppose you. But we think repeatedly of the tie between monarch and subject in this world, not shirking temporal
responsibilities that are as clearly defined as the waters of the Ching and the Wei rivers\fn{ Two rivers in Shensi Province,
China, the Ching being clear (white) and the Wei muddy (black)} and we do not dare forget our obligations.
It is simply this tie that we must live up to.
When you first came to our country, you first talked of peaceful relations, then of protecting us. But these were no
more than the diversionary tactics of a thief, subsequently allowing you to seize our fortresses, drive out our King, his
generals, and then on your own volition enthrone Dong Khanh.\fn{Aka Nguyen Canh Tong, reigned 1885-1889; “considered one of
the most despised emperors of his era” (so W)}
Political authority is now completely in your hands. Civilian as well as military officials have been detained and put
under your control.
How could you have been more heartless? Calling it peaceful relations, calling it protection, and then having it work
out like this?! …
As long as you continue to boast about your strength, your skills, we will continue to refuse to give up our failures,
our weaknesses.
Then, if we happen to win, to live, we will be the court’s righteous men. If we are unlucky enough to lose and die,
we will still be supernatural devils for killing bandits.
Better to endure punishment from you than ever think of punishment from our monarch.
Better to be sentenced once than be sentenced for eternity.
2\fn{For the translator of this complete version see under MMMDCXI in the Bibliography}
Your message made it very clear that we are quite wrong in forming armed groups to foment trouble, that we
deserve to be severely punished, and that we shall be completely destroyed. You suggested therefore that we ought to
surrender in order to redeem our misdeeds. We are all grateful to you for your generosity in providing us with these
good counsels.
We dare to think, however, that your country, in coming to administer our counry, has brought with it superior
technology and better trained fighters. Therefore, more than half of the people of our country have left the bright
places to offer submission to your country. This land endowed with several thousand years of civilization and culture
has become almost in its entirety a French possession. We have in effect not correctly estimate our strength. It has
indeed been a veritable disaster, our effort to oppose your country with a resistance movement composed of a few
partisans and a thousand or so exhausted troops. But we have remained conscious of the moral obligations binding us
to our king, and whatever we have done until the present day has been done to fulfill at any cost these obligations.
When your counry came to this land, your first word was peace, your second word was protection. But then you
seized our fortresses, our citadels; you expelled our generals, our king; you unilaterally enthroned King Dong Khanh.
These are nothing but perfidious devices of a bandit who closes one’s ears in order to rob one’s bell. You have grasped
all political power; civilian as well as military officials have been totally placed under your firm control. Alas! with
what kind of sincerity can you then mention in your numerous proclamations the words peace and protection?
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You say that we are quite wrong in forming armed groups to foment truble. But if you compare our behavior with
that of your country in relation to our land, who then is in the right way? And who is in the wrong? Do peace and
protection wear this face?
If now another country, sronger than yours, came to control your own country, would you then obey that invader?
Or would your heart bear resentment and anger appear on your face? We are certain that you would respond to such
an invasion in the same manner in which we now respond to you. We hope then that you will understand the situation:
therefore stop your requests, reduce your ardor, and withdraw all your troops and families from our country. You must
also reinstall King Ham Nghi on the throne, return to us our fortresses and our citadels. All this will restore peace to
our country, for the benefit of our King and our population. Your country will then have the privilege of trading with
us as in the past. Will this not be a great accomplishment?
On the contrary if you persist in relying on your strength, we shall certainly continue to adhere to our weakness. If,
by chance, we should overcome your invasion, and survive our struggle, we shall be acting as faithful servants of the
court. If, by misfortune, we are defeated and encounter death in the battlefield, at least we shall become powerful
spirits who have fought the enemy. We would rather be at fault with your country, for we are staunchly determined not
to fail in our duties toward our King. We would rather be at fault at this particular time, for we do not want to be at
fault with a thousand generations to come.
Please do not mention the word surrender any more. You cannot give any good counsel to a man who is determined to die. I hope that your country will take my proposals into consideration.\fn{A note reads in part: The original is in
Chinese}
158.50 Réponse à Hoang Cao Khai: Honorable Lettré Diplômé Hoang\fn{by Phan Dinh Phung (1847-1895)} Duc
Tho District, Ha Tinh Province, Vietnam (M) 1
A cause de la guerre, j’ai vécu depuis des années parmi les forêts et torrents; en cet hiver glacial, je meurs
d’ennui! Soudain l’on annonce l’arrivée d’une missive de l’ami de toujours. Alors s’évanouissent froidure et
solitude. Et d’ouvrir et de lire sur le champ le message dans lequel l’ami de toujours expose clairement les
chemins de l’heur et du malheur, sachant que l’ami de toujours non pour moi seul désire assurer la sécurité, mais
encore la paix pour le pays entier; tout comme ensemble devisant bien que de milliers de lieues nous séparent. Les
propos venus du cœur de l’ami de toujours, je les ai fort bien pénétrés, mais ma situation et mon état d’âme sont
incalculablement difficiles à exprimer. Pourquoi? Présentement, si l’on met en regard les affaires du pays et mes
capacités personnelles, on doit se demander, selon l’expression consacrée de nos ancêtres “comment avec une
mante religieuse arrêter dix mille chars”. Mais dans mon entreprise actuelle, il n’y a d’aillieurs pas que cela. Je
réfléchis en toute sérénité: depuis des centaines et milliers d’années, notre pays qui n’a ni territoire vaste, ni
puissante armée, ni richesses abondantes, n’a pu s’édifier que sur la base morale qui lie les sujets à leur roi, les
enfants à leur père. Voyez, à combien de reprises, les dynasties des Han, Duong, Tong, Nguyen, Minh, ont tenté
de s’emparer de notre territoire et d’en faire une de leurs provinces avant de renoncer finalement devant
l’impossible. Voyez ces gens et nous, nos terres se touchent, leurs forces dépassent de dix mille fois les nôtres et
pourtant, ils n’ont pas réussi à nous écraser. Rien d’étonnant, cela tient simplement à ce que nos montagnes et nos
fleuves ont été nettement délimités, et la culture dont nous sommes dépositaires peut réellement nous servir
d’appui solide.
A l’heure présente, les Français, qui vivent à des dizaines de milliers de lieues, ont franchi les mers pour
débarquer ici, déferlant comme l’ouragan; notre roi fuit, le pays tout entier chancelle, nos rivières et nos monts
sont devenus leurs frontières, la population tout entière est plongée dans un malheur dont on ne mesure point les
bores et ce n’est pas seulement un foyer ou une province qui connait la misère.
L’année du Coq (1885), l’équipage royal est arrivé aux marches montagneuses du Ha Tinh; venant de perdre
ma mère,. je ne savais que porter Ie deuil portes closes, n’osant penser à autre chose. Mais loyalisme oblige, Sa
Majesté m’ayant fait quérir a maintes reprises, je ne puis me refuser à me rallier à la juste cause. Par la suite, Sa
Majesté m’a élevé à de hautes fonctions, confié de grands pouvoirs, tels étant ses ordres, ami, à supposer que vous
soyez à ma place, pourriez-vous les décliner et vous dérober?
Depuis presque une décennie, parmi les résistants, certains ont été sanctionnés, d’autres tués, décapités,
personne pourtant n’a perdu courage ni volanté, et toujours l’on depense ses forces et ses biens à me suivre
chaque jour en plus grand nombre, non que les cœurs se réjouissent du danger mais simplement parce qu’ils me
font confiance. Tels sont les cœurs des autres, ami, à supposer que vous soyez à ma place, pourriez-vous les
refuser et les abandonner?
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C’est pourquoi, l’encens peut bien s’éteindre sur les autels, les roches se disperser, je ne puis me permettre de
m’en saucier. Si je ne m’autorise même pas une pensée pour mes père et mère, que dire des parents éloignés? Si je
ne puis pas même préserver mes proches, que dire des cousinages lointains?
Au reste, que notre pays soit devenu profondément misérable ne tient pas qu’à la guerre. Depuis l’arrivée des
Français, mille âmes mesquines se sont précipitées dans leur sillage, accusant les innocents, aujourd’hui exigeant
des arrestations, demain des amendes, ne reculant devant aucun moyen, si impitoyable soit-il, pour dépouiller la
population. Les abus s’exercent par cent voies diverses, comment les Français peuvent-ils tous les connaître,
comment prétendre dès lors que les villages ne soient pas dispersés, désintégrés?
Ami, vous et moi sommes tous deux de Hoan Chau. A des milliers de lieues de distance vous ne cessez de vous
inquiéter pour le pays natal, à plus forte raison moi qui demeure sur place, qui vois de mes propres yeux, qui subis
dans mon propre corps les malheurs du peuple, comment serait-il possible de n’en point souffrir? La situation me
contraint à faire ce que je fais, encore que mes capacités ne favorisent point mes désirs, qu’y puis-je en vérité?
Et qu’à cette heure, si l’ami de toujours veut manifester sa commisération pour notre peuple, qu’il essaie de se
mettre à ma place et de réfléchir, tout naturellement il verra clair dans mon áme, et nul n’est besoin d’épiloguer
vainement.

Above, Khai Dhinh (1885-1925) Emperor of Vietnam (from 1916); below, a group of palace eunuchs
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158f.133 En Annam\fn{by S. E. Hoang-Cao-Khai (1850-1933)} East Village Thia (now Tung Anh Commune), La Son
District (now Duc Tho District), Ha Tinh Province, Vietnam (M) 40
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158.49 Excerpts from Comentaire sur la Politique Actuelle\fn{by Nguyen Lo Trach (1852-1895)} Ke Mon Village,
Phong Dien District, Thua Thien-Hue Province, Vietnam (M)1
... D’aillrurs, dans la situation actuelle, il n’y a pas d’autre issue que la paix. On peut l’envisager mais comme
mesure provisoire. Vouloir la considérer comme moyen à long terme est impossible. Ils ont commencé par
envoyer des missionnaires et introduire de l’opium dans notre pays pour nous séduire. Qu’en est-il aujourd’hui de
ces visées d’agression, nourries depuis des siècles et dont l’occupation des six provinces du Nam Ky ne sont que
les premiers résultats?
Il est difficile d’espérer de ces envahisseurs aux ambitions démesurées qu’ils restent fidèles à leur parole.
Aujourd’hui ils exigent de l’argent, un autre jour, ils dissimuleront leurs armes et pour peu qu’on les mécontente,
ils chercheront le moindre prétexte pour ouvrir les hostilites. Ils profiteront de ce long répit pour nous opprimer,
nous qui sommes déjà faibles. Nous ferons tout pour nous sauver en vain—et nous serons à leur entière merci. La
paix sera comme un jugement inexorable auquel on ne pourra rien changer.
J’ai souvent pensé que notre pays s’étire sur des milliers de kilomètres entre les montagnes et la mer. L’ennemi
peut lancer plusieurs dizaines de vaisseaux qui, le matin, arriveront à Hai Van, le soir à Deo Ngang, troubleront le
Nam Ngai un jour pour piller le Nghe Tinh le lendemain; il peut aussi aligner en quelques instants plusieurs
vaisseaux devant les ports de Thuan An et de Cua Viet. De notre côté, les transports seront interrompus, la capitale
ne pourra plus se ravitailler, les communications seront coupées tant avec le Sud qu’avec le Nord, nous ne
pourrons plus appeler les renforts à temps. Mais s’ils ne peuvent nous vaincre immédiatement, il nous sera
difficile de faire face. L’ennemi le sait mais il n’a pas encore agi car il sait aussi qu’en cas de guerre, ses troupes
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subiront des dégâts, que les conquêtes ne compenseront pas les pertes, qu’il vaut mieux afficher des intentions
pacifiques pour tirer profit des avantages, épuiser peu à peu nos ressources puis faire comme le ver à soie qui
grignote une feuille de mûrier. Cette tactique machiavélique a été employée pour conquérir d’autres pays, l’Inde
par exemple.
I’l y a souvent en ce monde des événements imprévus, dont les desseins cachés échappent souvent à notre
connaissance et que les hommes d’Etat négligent parfois. Mais l’inquiétante situation actuelle n’est nullement
imprévue, les desseins de l’ennemi ne nous échappent pas. Cependant il n’y a pas une personne sur mille qui s’en
soucie. Pourquoi? Les anciens dlsaient: “Prévoir un malheur pour le monde, c’est déjà le prevenir. A l’heure
actuelle, s’il est des personnes pour prévoir le malheur, il n’existe encore aucun moyen de le conjurer.\fn{ There is
no closed quote in the manuscript: H}
*
… On est encore plus réticent quand on doit sacrifier une tranquillité acquise pour se soucier d’un malheur
éventuel. Mais la tranquillité acquise l’est-elle vraiment? Et le malheur est-il seulelement “éventuel”? En réalité,
la situation présente n’est pas vraiment de tout repos tandis que le malheur est là presque à coup sûr. Si on est
assez léger pour peser le pour et le contre, hésiter, les mois, les années passeront et le héros n’aura plus qu’à se
lamenter sur sa vieillesse! Que deviendront alors les affaires de ce monde?
Maintenant que les négociations de paix viennent d’aboutir, la Cour a encore heureusement un répit. Si elle ne
se hâte pas de se renforcer par ses propres moyens afin de consolider son indépendance, et qu’il se produise des
événements pareils à ceux de Hanoi, de Ninh Binh, usera-t-elle de paroles pour disputer avec l’ennemi? …
Envisager maintenant un combat aver l’ennemi est déjà difficile. Mais si on ne peut le battre, on ne pourra non
plus se défendre et, dans ce cas, on ne pourra non plus assurer la paix. Si combattre est maintenant difficile, se
défendre sans combattre l’est encore plus. On touche ici à une affaire d’Etat, on ne saurait l’éluder même si elle
est difficile. Pourrait-on la résoudre avec des moyens de fortune? Un adage dit: “Rien n’est difficile en ce monde,
seule manque la patience” … Si nous savons tirer parti de nos possibilités, agir au bon moment, que pourront faire
contre nous ces barbares insensés?
158e.193 A l’occasion de la venue du roi Thanh Thai au Sud\fn{by Suong Nguyet Anh (1863-1921)} An Duc Village,
Three Tri District, Ben Tre Province, Vietnam (F) -1
Aprês mille automnes, en une heureuse rencontre, se croisent notre Roi—étoile de claret et nos mandarins—
source de probité!
Les hommes de notre temps ont l’esprit cultivé!
Fleurs et sueurs baignent chaque lopin, chaque plant.
Boule de riz et calebasse sur la hanche—au long des routes se pressent les gens du pays.
En son cortège, le Roi a le cœur en liesse, feu ardent, braise qui couve—le people a le cœur et les entrailles
nouées.
Seuls le ciel et la terre connaissent toutes les larmes de la misère.
La vie si cruelle m’arrache des soupirs!
279.83 An Anonymous Appeal To Resist The French\fn{by an otherwise unknown Vietnamese patriot (before 1864- ) who fused
“two separate anonymous texts that must have been written by scholars who either led the resistance movement or were intimately involved in it.”
The text before me being a solid column of words, I have broken it up into its concomitant thought-units without rearranging a single line:H}

Vietnam (M) 3
This is a general proclamation addressed to the scholars and the people.
Our country is about to undergo dangerous upheavals.
Certain persons are plotting treason.
Our people are now suffering through a period of anarchy and disorder.
That is but Heaven’s will.
Nonetheless, even in times of confusion, there remain books that teach us how to overcome disorder.
Past generations can still be for us examples of right and wrong.
Intelligent persons should meditate on them with care.
Were they illiterate or unintelligent, their ignorance would be forgivable.
*
Do you not see
that, when the Hsiung-nu attacked the Han,
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their officers were as strong as tigers, their soldiers numerous as grass?
They seized passages, they held passes.
But when the game was over, being nu they were again nu.
*
Do you not observe
that, when the T’u-chueh oppressed the T’ang,
their elephants filled the mountains, their horses covered the highways.
They besieged outposts in the north, they destroyed the ones in the east.
But when the theater was removed, t’u, they resumed the nature of t’u.\fn{Two complex linguistic puns meaning, essentially, that
losers remain losers even though they can at times appear to be winners:H}
*
The Han succeeded in maintaining their unity.
The T’ang territory was never divided.
*
Let us now consider our situation with the French today.
We are separated from them by thousands of mountains and seas.
By hundreds of differences in our daily customs.
Although they were very confident in their copper battleships surmounted by chimneys,
Although they had a large quantity of steel rifles and lead bullets,
These things did not prevent the loss of some of their best generals in these last years,
when they attacked our frontier in hundreds of battles.
*
The sun and the moon have always shown us the right way;
shall we now suffer that a flock of birds come\fn{The Vietnamese used to say that the Occidentals spoke like birds}
to sing and dictate our behavior?
Our country has always been known as a land of deities;
shall we now permit a horde of dogs and goats
to stain it?
*
The moral obligations binding a king to his subjects,
parents to their children, and husbands to their wives
were highly respected.
Everyone enjoyed the most peaceful relationships.
*
Our customs and habits were so perfect
that in our country, in our ancestors’ tombs,
and in our homes, all things
were in a proper state.
*
But from the moment they arrived with their ill luck,
Happiness and peace seem to have departed from everywhere.
Our heart cannot restrain its sadness when we look
at the incense burner and the bowl of water: offerings on the altar.\fn{This is meant to evoke the glory of the ancestors, and to remind the Vietnamese that should the French invasion succeed, ancestor worship would be imperiled because it would be attacked by Christianity,
the religion of the French}

*
A foot of our land and a shoot of our vegetables
remind us of the humiliation our country endures.
Righteous conduct turns into a misdeed in their eyes.
Honest people become the basest culprits in their hands.
They execute our brave and loyal defenders
while they feed and cherish gangs of scoundrels and hooligans.
*
Alas!
*
The double-barreled rifle is a heartless rifle.
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Now we clearly see that the tricolor flag\fn{The French flag} is a devious flag.
*
Where can you not see
that they excavate our tombs, destroy our shrines and pagodas—
what they do is all against human nature.
Where can you not hear
that they burn our houses, rape our women—
what they do is all athwart the right way.
*
Heaven will not leave our people enchained very long.\fn{Indeed, from the first French military attack against Vietnam (1847) to the
final French surrender (1954) is only 106 years:H}
Heaven will not allow them\fn{The French} the free enjoyment of their lives.
*
From antiquity to the present day, who could lay claim to the strength of Heaven?
At the end, everything shall encounter its master.
You, officials of the country,
Do not let your resistance to the enemy be blunted
by the peaceful stand of the court.
Do not take the lead from the three subjected provinces
and leave hatred unavenged.
*
Where are those moments
When you sharpened your scimitar,
when you lifted your wooden rifle,
descending on the streets in great glee
as if you would beat up or hack at all men?
*
Now,
Your hands have touched silver taels,
your mouth has counted notes of a hundred,
and you can no longer hold high your head anywhere.
You kneel down and bow low before the enemy.
With what face may you go to them to receive your diplomas?\fn{A reference to the successful candidates of the mandarinal examinations}
With what face may you go to them with your offer of surrender?
You swore to give all your efforts to fight the French.
And now, because you like riches too much, you turn to serve the enemy.
In doing that, you contribute to the division of the South from the North.
*
Do you thus have the heart to dye half the silk thread blue and the other half gold?\fn{I.e., can you compromise your allegiance
to your country?:W}
You, inhabitants of villages,
You owe a heavy debt of gratitude to your land and to your rivers,
You should at each moment bear in mind your duties as subjects of your ruler,
You should help each other to maintain the flame of resistance, waiting for better circumstances.
Do not heed their\fn{The French} perfidious appeals to surrender.
*
On hearing of the loss of our garrison in Go Cong,\fn{A district in Dinh Tuong Province, south of Saigon}
do not change your mind so as to massacre each other.
Because the population of Ben Nghe\fn{An ancient name for Saigon} was evacuated,
do not let yourself be tempted to offer submission to the barbarians.
*
Alas!
*
Such a hostility, such a hatred, such an enmity;
our heart will not be quieted before we are avenged.
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So many years of labor, of energy, of suffering—
shall we now abandon all?
*
Rather, we should go to the far ends of jungles or to the high peaks of mountains
in search of heroes.
Rather, we should go to the shores of the sea
in search of talented men.
*
Do not envy the scholars who now become provincial or district magistrates.\fn{In the French administration}
They are decay, garbage, filth, swine.
Do not imitate some who hire themselves out to the enemy.
They are idiots, fools, lackeys, scoundrels.
*
At the beginning, you followed the way of righteousness.
From beginning to end you ought to behave
according to the moral obligations which bind you to your king.
*
Life has fame, death too has fame.
Act in such a way that your life and your death
will be a fragrant ointment to your families and to your country.\fn{The original is in Vietnamese}
158.51 & 254.218 & 278.112 A. Excerpt from Histoire Émouvante de Trung Quang: Une Jeune Héroïne B.
Excerpt from The Autobiography Of Phan Boi Chau C. Quotations D. Impressions In A Kwantung
Prison\fn{by Phan Boi Chau (1867-1940)} Dan Nhiem Village, Nam Dan District, Nghe An Province, Vietnam (M) 9
A
… La nuit tombait, les oiseaux regagnaient leurs nids. L’astre nocturne, comme une lampe suspendue dans le
ciel, répandait sa clarté laiteuse dans la cour du campement où les conjurés allaient se réunir. .
La nuit était déjà avancée quand on s’aperçut que Phan manquait à l’appel. On l’attendit encore près d’une
heure, puis des pas se firent entendre, et un jeune homme robuste apparut, accompagné d’une belle jeune fille de
18 à 19 ans. C’etait Phan. L’assistance fut stupéfiée à leur vue. Khoach s’écria d’une voix courroucée:
“Non seulement tu es en retard, mais encore tu violes notre secret. Tu ne peux pourtant ignorer l’importance de
cette réunion.”
Kiên intervint avec des paroles d’apaisement”
“Du calme, mes frères! Notre ami Phan a donné suffisamment de preuves de sa loyauté, notamment en bravant
la prison et en refusant de se prosterner devant les sandales du gouverneur étranger, pour ne pas être soupçonné de
légèreté. Demandons plutôt qui est cette jeune fille et pourquoi file. est ici.”
Une vague de mécontement parcourut l’assistance. Quolibets et railleries se mêlaient à des exclamations
furieuses. Le tumulte était si grand qu’il réveilla les oiseaux. Des piaillements se firent entendre dans les
branches.
Au milieu du brouhaha, Kien et Xy invitèrent la jeune fille à s’asseoir.
Kien se tourna vers elle :
“Ne nous prenez pas pour des gens grossiers. L’importance extrême de notre réunion nous oblige à nous
montrer vigilants. Toute présence étrangère doit être interdite, et en particulier celIe d’ne femme. Mais Phan a
prouvé sa force de caractère. Si votre cause lui a paru convaincante, c’st qu’lle est bonne, et s’mposera également
à nous. Dites-nous done votre histoire et vos projets, afin de dissiper toute suspicion.”
La jeune fille était rouge de colère:
“J’ai toujours soutenu que dans le monde, personne n’était digne de ma cofinance. Me fiant cependant à votre
réputation, je pensais que votre regard devait être plus perspicace que celui du commun des mortels. Puisqu’il en
est ainsi, mieux vaut quitter le monde à l’instant même pour ne pas être obligée de vivre avec les valets de ces
chiens d’agresseurs!”
Ceci dit, elle se cogna la tête contre les rochers.
Xy se porta vivement à son secours, elle saignait abondamment, mais heureusement sa blessure n’était pas
grave.
Là-dessus, Phan se leva:
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“Quoi que je puisse dire, fit-il, vous ne me croirez pas. Je préfère laisser la parole à la jeune fille. Je vous
rappelle cependant que l’héroisme n’est pas le monopole des hommes, ne la regardez pas avec des yeux de
myope.”
Kien et Xy s’excusèrent encore une fois et exhortèrent la jeune fille a parler:
“Phan m’a traitée de la même facon que vous la première fois. Qui prend trop d’engagements s’en libère mal et
trop de facilités au début engendrent des ennuis pour plus tard. Votre vigilance est tout à votre honneur. Ma vie et
mes sentiments, vous ne pouvez les croire. Adressez-vous à Phan!
Comme tout le monde insistait, Phan dut s’exécuter:
“Je vous amène aujourd’hui une recrue de valeur. Lorsque je me fus enfui de prison, Kien et Xy me laissèrent
au village Mac Dien chez un chasseur. Evadé, je ne pouvais sortir à ma guise: Un jour, une mendiante vint frapper
à ma porte. Son regard lumineux dénotait une personnalité extraordinaire. Ses traits empreints de tristesse ne
pouvaient cependant cacher la vivacité, l’élégance de ses manières. N’osant pas la traiter comme une mendiante
ordinaire, je la priai donc de s’asseoir, ce qu’elle fit sans aucun embarras. ]’étais fort troublé, car les héros et les
jolies femmes m’impressionnent toujours. Devant sa beauté éclatante, alliée à une nature que je devinais altière,
comment voulez-vous que je garde man calme? Je lui demandai:
“Que puis-je vous donner?”
“Quelque chose de très précieux, mais il m’est dificile de vous le dire.”
“Vous avez besoin d’argent?”
“Non.”
“De riz?”
“Non.”
“De vêtements?”
“Non plus.”
“Vous n’avez donc pas besoin de tout ce que les autres mendiants seraient bien heureux de recevoir. Comment
ferai-je pour vous contenter?”
Elle reste un long moment figée comme une statue et je me contentais d’attendre sa réponse. Son air sérieux
forçait le respect, à tel point que je n’osais lui répéter ma question. Elle finit par répondre:
“Ce dont j’ai besoin, vous ne l’avez pas ici.
“Mais quai?”
“La tête du gouverneur étranger.”
Ces paroles étaient extaordinaires. Comment pouvaient-elles se trouver dans la bouche d’une jolie femme?
Que de choses imprévues en ce monde! Je décidai d’approfondir la question. Baissant la voix, je lui dis:
“Ce que vous venez de me demander fait frémir man ême. Heureusement que la maison est déserte, autrement
vous et moi, ainsi que nos parentés, n’echapperions pas à la mort!”
“Je màprise la mort, c’est pourquoi j’ai parlé franchement. Pourquoi agitez-vous la mort comme une menace?”
Je ne pouvais lui donner une réponse plausible. En attendant, je lui préparai un lit et l’invitai à s’y reposer. Je la
conviai à partager mon repas du soir.
“Comment avez-vous fait pour me connaitre, repris-je. En quels termes vous a-t-on parlé de moi?”
“Vous m’étiez inconnu jusqu’au moment où les sandales de l’ennemi m’ont révélé votre courage. Je suis la
fille de M. Tam, débitant d’alcool dans la ville de Nghe An. Le gouverneur étranger venait souvent dans notre
boutique. Me voyant assez accorte, il obligea mon père à m’amener dans son sérail en qualité de concubine. Il
disait qu’il fallait s’incliner devant leur puissance, que sa volanté devait tout primer, puisqu’elle avait pour elle la
force des armes. Mais les choses s’annonçaient plus difficiles qu’il ne s’y attendait. Simple commerçant, mon
père était cependant acquis à la cause nationale. La fille d’un honnête citoyen du Viet Nam ne saurait devenir la
concubine d’un pirate Ngô! Le gouverneur me demanda plusie4rs fois, mais man père refusa. Accusant
faussement mon père de contrebande d’alcool, le gouverneur le fit jeter en prison. Il lui promit la liberté s’il
consentait à me livrer, En cas de refus, ce serait la mort. J’étais sur le point d’accepter son infame marché pour
sauver mon père, mais devinant mes intentions, le pauvre homme se donna la mort en se pendant dans sa geôle.”
Hélas! mon père est mort pour sauvergarder l’honneur de sa fille! J’ai voulu me tuer de douleur et de
désespoir. Mais j’ai pensé qu’il me fallait vivre pour venger sa mémoire. Je ne pourrai fermer les yeux avant
d’avoir tué ce gouverneur. Mais faible comme j’étais, comment parviendrais-je jamais à mes fins, sans le secours
de personne? Je ressassai d’interminables projets sans trouver d’issue. Le gouverneur ne cessait de me poursuivre.
Des émissaires vinrent me trouver et me pressèrent d’accepter le déshonneur. Aus’si, ai-je dû me déguiser en
mendiante pour échapper et partir à la recherche de quelqu’un qui communie avec moi dans la même haine. Je
fondai mon espoir là-dessus. Partout, je me suis heurtée à des traitres, grande était ma solitude. Je désespérais de
trouver un seul héros.
104

L’année dernière, lorsque le gouverneur donna l’ordre à tout le monde de se prosterner devant ses sandales, je
me dis que pour les cœurs vaillants, l’occasion était venue de se faire connaitre. L’humiliation infligée dépassait la
mesure, c’était nous ravaler au rang des buffles et des chevaux. Si aucun homme n’osait montrer son courage,
nous pourrions dire adieu à notre indépendance. Si un tel héros existait, il devrait se faire connaitre.
Peu après, j’appris que trois hommes avaient été jetés en prison pour avoir osé “manquer de respect aux
sandales” et que vous étiez du nombre. Je m’attachai à vos pas. Je priai le ciel nuit et jour de ne pas permettre
l’exécution des derniers défenseurs de notre liberté. Pendant que vous étiez en prison, je me barbouillais le visage,
me déguisais en mendiante et rôdais devant la porte, sans oublier de tendre la main de temps en temps pour la.
vraisemblance. Qui aurait fait attention à moi sous ce déguisement sordide? Durant tout votre séjour en prison, je
mendiais donc à deux pas de vous, cherchant à connaitre le sort qu’on vous reservait.
Le jour de la Fête, un petit homme robuste vint trinquer avec les gardiens et, profitant de leur ivresse, vous
délivra. Depuis, je vous ai suivi comme une ombre. Comme vous deviez vous dissimuler, je laissais une bonne
distance entre nous pour ne pas vous faire peur. J’ai perdu vos traces en entrant dans ce village, mais j’étais sûre
que vous étiez là. Bientôt, je m’aperçus que votre sauveur y revenait souvent. Je ne quittais plus les environs. Il y
a deux jours, je vous ai vu entrer ici. Vous cherchiez donc à échapper aux poursuites. J’ai voulu frapper à votre
porte, mais mon aspect était trop repoussant. J’ai attendu d’avoir fait quelque toilette. Et je suis venue en
mendiante éprouver votre cœur. Ce que je désire, c’est la tête du gouverneur étranger. C’est tout. Me la promettezvous?
J’hésitai à répondre. Les paroles étaient convaincantes mais j’étais en proie à la perplexité. Si ce qu’elle avait
dit était vrai, ce serait trop viI de ma part de refuser. Si j’acceptais et si toute l’histoire n’était qu’un stratagème
pour me faire tomber dans Ie panneau, que dire de ma sottise? Tout bien considéré, cette jeune fille n’était pas
ordinaire. Mais pour donner plus de poids à mon engagement, je ne lui donnais pas tout de suite ma parole. Il me
fallait d’abord m’assurer de la véracité de ses dires. Aussi, après quelques moments de réflexion, je lui répondis:
“Vous avez prononcé de très nobles paroles, mais avant de vous donner mon consentement, souffrez que je
réfléchisse. Un homme n’a qu’une parole, dût-il mourir, il devra honorer sa promesse. Aussi ne vous étonnez pas
de ce que je ne vous la donne qu’après mûre réflexion. Par contre, restez ici! Un de ces jours, je vous paierai au
centuple ce que vous avez fait pour moi.”
“Ce que vous dites est juste, j’accepte votre proposition.”
Le lendemain, prétextant une longue randonnée de chasse, je revins en cachette à Nghe An pour me livrer à
une discrète enquête. On me disait:
“Le pauvre tenancier s’est donné la mort en prison, sa fille a disparu, laissant leur propriété tomber en ruines.
Ce malheur est arrive il y a à peine 5 ou 6 mois.”
“Qui a causé ce malheur?”
“C’est le gouverneur qui a jeté son dévolu sur la fille du tenancier. Si celle-ci avait accepté de devenir sa
concubine, tout cela ne serait pas arrivé et elle-même aurait reçu toutes les faveurs! M. Tam est mort, qu’il repose
en paix! Nous plaignons seulement sa fille qui, jolie et intelligente, est obligée de s’enfuir, car le gouverneur n’a
pas renoncé à elle! La pauvre!”
J’ai voulu demander le nom de la jeune fille. On me l’apprit en me rabrouant:
“Comment, vous ignorez ce que toute la ville sait? C’est Chi qu’elle s’appelle!”
“Excusez mon ignorance, car je ne suis pas d’ici.
Ainsi les paroles de la jeune fille se confirmaient en tous points, Mon estime ne faisait que grandir. Une jeune
fille si jolie et si vaillante forçait le respect et je compris que l’histoire des sœurs Trung et de dame
Trieu\fn{Héroïnes lutant pour l’indépendance du Viet Nam. Les sœurs Trung (Reines de 40 à 43), la Dame Trieu (3e siècle après J.C.). }
était véridique et n’était pas le fruit de l’imagination de nos historiens.
Je revins en hâte à mon logement ou je la retrouvai.
“Vous ne m’avez pas dit votre nom, fis-je.”
“Je m’appelle Chi, mais je suis connue sous le sobriquet de ‘Chi la Folle’.”
Je me prosternai deux fois devant elle et la priai de me prendre pour son cadet adoptif.
“Tous nos compatriotes haissent à mort les agresseurs. Ils ont volé notre liberté et nous traitent pire que de la
vermine. Nos ancètres nous ont légué des fleurs fraiches et des fruits savoureux, mais eux nous ont tout pris,
jusqu’aux trésors les plus précieux. Des bêtes de somme, tout juste bons à nettoyer leurs écuries, voilà ce que
nous sommes à leurs yeux. Il n’y a pas sur terre de plus grande humiliation. Je vous jure de leur faire payer tout
cela un de ces jours, en même temps que l’injure faite à votre famille. Pourvu qu’on sache conserver la dignité
que le ciel nous a prodiguée, il nous aidera, soyez-en sûre. L’occasion va bientôt venir.”
C’était hier soir. Comme la nuit était avancée, je partis pour notre réunion en lui disant:
“Reposez-vous, ma sœur, j’ai à faire jusqu’au matin!”
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Et je partis, sans oublier de lui recommander de fermer la porte et d’éteindre la lumière.
Le lendemain, à mon retour, quelle ne fut ma stupéfaction de constater que la porte n’était pas close et que la
lampe brillait toujours! Ma sœur était assise sur le lit, l’air maussade.
“Ma sœur, vous étes bien matinale!”
“Je ne me suis pas couchée de la nuit, comment pourrai-je me lever? … Vous m’avez laissée en dehors de vos
projets. Le patriotisme serait donc un monopole des hommes?
“Mais il n’y a rien …”
“Ne mentez pas! Ces derniers jours, je vous ai vu l’air si préoccupé que je me suis dit: ‘Il doit y avoir quelque
anguille sous roche’. Hier soir, vous voyant sortir précipitamment et me doutant que vous vous rendiez à une gran
de réunion, je vous ai suivi. Ce que vous avez dit dans le campement, les serments que vous y avez faits, prenant
le ciel et la terre à témoin, je les ai tous entendus. Je me postais à l’entrée, comme pour veiller à la sécurité de
votre réunion. Mais je n’osais me montrer, de peur de vous déranger. J’ai pris les devants pour rentrer ici. Nous
nous trouvions à quelque distance sur la route, mais vous ne vous en étes pas aperçu. Je pourrais vous faire lire le
journal que je tiens dans mon cœur.”
C’est ainsi que je fus amené à lui révéler notre conjuration. Ce soir, j’ai voulu d’abord me rendre tout seul à
notre réunion. Mais elle m’a prié de la laisser venir.
“Si vous êtes tous des hommes vaillants, vous ne m’abandonnerez pas. Si pareille chose arrive pourtant, je
vous remercierai et poursuivrai seule ma route. Je vous jure de ne pas révéler votre secret.”
A ces paroles, Tinh et Lac s’écrièrent:
“Qu’on l’adopte! Nous ne faisons pas de distinction entre hommes et femmes. Nous respectons et vénérons
tous ceux qui font la guerre aux envahisseurs! Etes-vous d’accord, frères?
“D’accord! D’accord!”
Les conjurés vinrent serrer la main à la jeune fille en signe de cooptation et lui présentèrent leurs excuses.
“Vous avez violemment protesté contre ma présence, dit Chi, avant de vous en réjouir. Voyez-vous, votre
vigilance nous a permis de nous estimer mieux.”
Les conjurés se remirent à discuter des affaires a l’ordre du jour.
B
In the twelfth month of the Year of the Hare, the twentieth year of the reign of Tu-Duc of the Nguyn Dynasty,\fn{26
December 1867} I was born to my father, Phan-Van-Pho, and my mother, Nguyn-Thi-Nhan, in my mother’s native
village of Sa-nam, Dong-liet District, in the region between Mount Hung and the Lam River.
My family for generations had been one of scholars, always living in genteel poverty. When my grandfather died, my
family became even poorer. Fortunately, my father, being a proficient scholar whose ink bottle served as his rice paddy
and his brush as his hoe, was able to support the family. When my father was thirty years old, my mother became his wife.
When my father was thirty-six, I was born; that was five years after the loss of Cochin China.\fn{In terms of territory, roughly
the southern quarter of the present Vietnam, which was to be a French colony, with Saigon as its capital, from 1862-1954; they had begun their military
intervention in this area in 1857} My first cry as a babe sounded like an ominous warning:

“You are already one whose country has been lost.”
When I was three years old, my father took me to my grandfather’s village. He built a house to the south of Mount M, in
which my family is living now, in the village of Dan-nhim, township of Xuan-lieu. My father often went far away
to teach at private schools.
Until I was six years old, the responsibility for my upbringing and education fell solely to my mother. My
mother’s character was benevolent and charitable. Although my family was poor, when relatives, friends, or
neighbors encountered pressing difficulties, we did our best to help them. We would share our last coin or our
last grain of rice.
Bringing me up throughout my childhood, she never used a single word that was improper; I lived with my
mother for sixteen years, yet I absolutely never heard her cursing anyone. To those who were rude she only returned a smile.
During her childhood she had been in her elder brothers’ company as they read books, and she was able to remember what the books said to her dying day. When I was four or five years old, without being able to recognize
characters, I could recite by heart several chapters in the Book of Poetry, having heard them from my mother’s
lips.
When I was six, my father took me to his private school and taught me Chinese characters. In three days I
learned all of the Book of Three Characters and was able to repeat it without missing a single word. My father,
taken by surprise, began to teach me the Analects, having me read and copy the characters, then instructing me to
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write out from memory what I had read in the book. In every lesson more than ten pages were read. Being poor,
we were not able to acquire enough paper, so I used banana leaves instead. Once they were memorized, I burned
them.
When I was seven, I learned the Classics and their commentaries; I was able roughly to comprehend their meaning. Once, imitating the Analects, I composed Phan Tien-sinh Lun-ngu,\fn{The Analects of Master Phan} which had
several passages making fun of my classmates. My father, finding out about this, punished me smartly with his
switch. After that I would not venture to compose a book in jest again.
When I was eight, I was able to compose brief pieces in the then popular style. I entered for the trial examinations
of the village, the district, and the prefecture, in which I always came first.
When I was nine, in the Year of the Dog, the twenty-ninth year of the reign of Tu-Duc,\fn{1874} the scholar-gentry
in the Nghe-Tinh region rose in revolt under the name of Binh Tay,\fn{Put Down the French} appealing to the other
districts and prefectures to join them. The leaders were Tran Tan, a licentiate\fn{ tu-tai} of Thanh-chuong; Do Mai, a
licentiate of Dien-chau; and Le Khanh, a licentiate of Ha-tinh.
On hearing this, I assembled the children at my school; using bamboo tubes for guns and lychee pits for bullets, we
ourselves played at Binh Tay. For this I was severely punished. I did not give up, however, since delight in action and
love of novelty are in my very nature.
*
When I was thirteen, I was able to compose neoclassical poetry and prose.
Most of this even the senior teachers in the village could not comprehend. My father wished me to be trained under
excellent teachers, but there was no great private school in the neighboring villages, and being poor, I was unable to go
far away to study. I therefore continued to follow lessons with my father and with Master Nguyen in Xuan-liu village.
This master, named Kiu, was deeply versed in Chinese studies.\fn{I.e., in the body of knowledge that formed the basis of official
learning in traditional Vietnam, until the Chinese-style mandarinate examinations were abolished in 1919 } He had obtained his cu-nhan
degree and received an appointment at the Bureau of Compilation, but had abandoned officialdom and retired to teach
at home. Having taken me on, he became immensely fond of me; sometimes on my behalf he borrowed books from the
libraries of the great houses for me to read.
Owing to the reading of this literature, my knowledge was greatly extended. It is regrettable that at that time I was
burying my head in the stale literature on the mandarinate examination, so that I could not benefit much.
When I was seventeen, in the Year of the Sheep, the thirty-sixth year of the reign of Tu-Dac,\fn{ 1883} Bac-Ku\fn
{The Vietnamese name for the area known to the French as Tongkin, approximately the northern third of the present Vietnam} was totally
lost. North of Ninh-binh, though, patriots rose in arms like swarms of bees. I, too, was caught up in the excitement,
and wished to respond to the call of the patriot band in Bak-Ky, but I had no power to do so.
Thus in the depths of the night, by the light of my lamp, I drafted an appeal: Binh-Tay thu-Bac.\fn{Put Down the
French and Regain the North} I surreptitiously affixed it to the big trees along the Mandarin Road, hoping it would attract
attention. However, as my station was humble and my words were insignificant, it was an empty writing, without
effect. Within a few days the appeal was torn down and destroyed.
For the first time I realized that it was indispensable to make a name for myself. Henceforward I bent every effort
to cultivating my writing for the mandarinate examination. My literary reputation became more and more widespread;
I passed first in several regional examinations.
When I was eighteen, in the Year of the Monkey, the first year of the reign of Kien-Phuc,\fn{ 1884} my mother departed from this life in the Fifth Month. It was not permissible for me to enter for examination during the period of
mourning for my mother. Not only that, the circumstances of our family were extremely straitened; my two younger
sisters had no one to look after them; my father, as a widower, added the cooking to his duties. To obtain a bare living, I
began to use my brush as a means of support from this time on.
When I was nineteen, in the Year of the Cock, the first year of the reign of Ham-Nghi, in the Fifth Month,\fn
{May 1885} the capital city Thuan-hoa\fn{ Hue, lying approximately in the center of the present Vietnam } was lost. In the
Seventh Month, French soldiers seized the citadel of Nghe-an. The scholar-gentry in Nghe-Tinh one and all
responded to the Imperial Proclamation calling for a Can-Vurong\fn{Loyalist} uprising by rounding up a rabble of
militiamen who opposed the bullets with their bodies. They were filled with zeal for the great cause, but this is
what should be called stupid loyalty.
It was from this time that I too began to practice this childish and ludicrous patriotic game. By now, the officials and
the scholar-gentry had mustered all the local able-bodied men, formed them into bands, sharpened sticks to make pikes,
and dispatched them over hill and dale. Though only a student, I could not hold myself back; unable to contain my
indignation, I bestirred myself to mobilize my classmates. Tran-Van-Lurong was the first to support me; more than sixty
people rallied to the cause.
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We intended to organize an Army of the Examination Candidates, but there was no one who could assume the
responsibility of leader. Though the one who started the business, I was the youngest among the group, with only
slender ability and slight reputation; it was not suitable for me to assume such a charge. There being no
alternative, Tran and I went to see the cu-nhan Dinh-Xuan-Sung and tried to persuade him to become our leader.
Dinh, being full of righteous indignation, accepted. A list of names was then drawn up and a military badge
decided on, but both funds and weapons were unavailable. We thereupon set about drawing up a list of donors and
manufacturing weapons. However, within less than the space of ten days French soldiers suddenly burst on the
scene, burning and rav-aging, shooting and killing. Smoke and flames obscured the sky.
Shattered and disheartened, everyone accused Tran and me of putting on a poor show. My father also
reproached me severely. I had to go and ask Dinh to give back the list of names and disband the Army of the
Examination Candi-dates.
Luckily matters were still wrapped in secrecy and all traces were quickly destroyed; no one was found out.
This activity was really a most childish game. Through it, however, I acquired one good lesson: I came to realize
that to become a hero it is necessary to prepare discreetly, and to carry out a great undertaking it is necessary to
weigh all possible plans. Those who move too quickly and take action heedlessly are, like a violent tiger trying to
cross a river, bound to fail.
*
For more than ten years afterward, I devoted myself single-mindedly to self-improvement. Moreover, I tried to
study further the literature in vogue at the time, in the hope of making my name more widely known and of establishing my reputation in the world, which might serve as a springboard for future activities. In addition, I discreetly sought out books on the art of war by the ancient strategists, such as Ton-Tu thap-tam-thienm,\fn{ Thirteen
Chapters of Sun Tzu} Vu-hu tam-thu,\fn{The Essential Chu-ko Liang} Ho-truong xuco,\fn{Inner Secrets of Military Command}
Binh-gia bi-quyet,\fn{Keys for Military Strategists} etc. In the depths of the night, I copied them out privately in my
room in order to learn them by heart, with the expectation of using them as models for action in times to come.
When I was twenty, in the Year of the Dog, the first year of the reign of Dong-Khanh,\fn{ 1886} that was the
time when my lifelong aspiration for revolution really began to take shape. My animosity and hatred toward the
enemy, when occasion arose, poured forth unreservedly. Holding what Mr. Mai and Mr. Tan had done in high
respect, I composed a book entitled Song-tuatt-luc. \fn{ Records of Two Years of the Dog}
Its earlier part was a detailed account of the uprising in Nghe-Tinh in the Year of the Dog;\fn{ 1874} the latter
part briefly reviewed the Can-Vurong movement in the next Year of the Dog.\fn{ 1886} To both parts were appended short commentaries that highly praised Mr. Mai and Mr. Tan; both, being rebel leaders, had been executed, so
that no one would dare to utter their names in public, and I was the first to record their story.
My colleagues and pupils compelled me to burn the manuscript. Nonetheless, through this I acquired a good
lesson.
Alas! While one’s reputation is not sound and one’s wings are not fully fledged, yet one has the wish to fulfill a
dream overnight—simply to express it is already difficult, let alone to realize it in practice!
*
From twenty-one to thirty-one years of age, there was a period of ten years during which I lay low and stayed
in the background, for two reasons. The first was the straitness of my family’s circumstances. My family, from my
great-grandfather onward through four generations, always had only one son; my father, though not the first child,
was the sole heir, and I too had no brothers. My father was old, ill, and a poor widower who relied on me as his
mainstay. Having an innate sense of filial piety, I was always averse to anything that might compromise my father,
and tried my best to avoid it. For this reason I confined myself to teaching and professional writing. The money
that I earned was fairly ample; by means of it I could constantly support my father without any lack.
When there was still something extra in the wallet, the money would be spent at once on the needs of visitors.
The fugitive outlawed patriots and the remnants of the Can-Vurong movement all liked to maintain secret contact
with me. My failure in later days was really engendered at this time. Yet it was also in the course of these ten
years that I met those through whom I made the friends I have most cherished in my life. How laborious and
difficult it must be for the Creator to shape the success and failure of an individual!
The second reason was the vicissitudes of my academic fortune.\fn{ In the mandarinate examinations} Since my
childhood I had been reading books and gaining a notion of the great cause, and from the outset I did not wish to
be just a common villager. I often used to recite the lines:
Each night I always tell myself out loud
To leave a name to future generations;
But what worse way to stand out from the crowd
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Than fame for passing the examinations!

In spite of everything, I had to conceal my resentment and keep up my resolve, attempting the provincial
examination six times before my name was posted up at the head of the list of the passing candidates. At that time
I wrote the following lines to “congratulate” myself:
Eight or nine of ten things go against my wishes;
The wind outside the bamboo screen brings sadness.
A passing flutist midst three hundred persons;
Alone, a Nan-Kuo shamed before the courtiers.

Such was my contempt for worldly fame!
*
In the couse of my life I have had two bosom friends whom I especially cherished, one being Dang-Thai-Than
of Hi-con, also known as Ngur-Hai, the other being Nguyen Ham of Quang-nam, also known as Tieu-La. It was
the happy chance of our common interest in literature that brought me together with Mr. Dang; it was the remnants of the Can-Vurong movement that brought me together with Mr. Nguyen. The occasions were different but
the end results were the same. The way in which our temperaments coincided was truly wonderful!
At the time, because of my impoverished situation, I was teaching at home. My pupils numbered several
hundred. Whenever I explained a text to my pupils, I would repeat over and over again the deeds of the men of
high purpose\fn{chi-si} in the past. In particular, I was very fond of recounting the stories of Hoang-Phan-Thai and
Phan-Dinh-Phung, wishing to make a strong impression.
The only person who fully understood my thoughts was Mr. Dang. The writings in which I expressed my
disgust at the times and my indignation at society, as well as my association with the fugitive patriots and the
remnants of the Can-Vurong movement, I kept secret and allowed no one to know; only Mr. Dang was sure to be
apprised of all these things. He and I were literary friends for twelve years and revolutionary friends for eleven
years.
Though he died owing to his failure, he took his own life to preserve his integrity unsullied by the enemy’s
hand. I feel ashamed indeed when I think of our friendship!
Earlier on, in the Year of the Cock, the first year of the reign of Ham-Nghi,\fn{ 1885} the capital had fallen and
the king had had to take his departure. The Can-Vurong movement had burst forth as clouds rise up and water
boils over. In La-son in Nghe-Tinh, Phan-Dinh-Phung was the leader for eleven years; in Thanh-ha in Nam-Ngai,
NguyenHieu was the head for four years, before the movement died out.
At the time, I was immature and my wings were not fully fledged. My family had no other son; I dared not lift
up my head, but I secretly kept in touch with those in charge of the remnants of Mr. Phan’s movement. I was
closely acquainted with the adjutant\fn{tan-tuong} Nguyen Quynh of Huong-son, the agent\fn{doc-bien} Ha-VanMy of Nghi-xuan, the deputy commandant\fn{ pho-lanh} Ngo Quang, and the quartermaster\fn{ quan-co} Le Ha, as
well as the battalion commanders\fn{doi} Quyen and Que. Of all these, Nguyen Quynh was the closest to me. Because he was an important member of Mr. Phan’s movement and continually traveled back and forth with the
associates of Mr. Nguyen’s movement in Thanh-ha, he knew Tieu-La very well. Whenever he talked about the
movement in Nam-Ngai, he praised Tieu-La in the highest terms.
It was not until three years before I went overseas that I met Tiu-La for the first time and conferred with him in
person; but in spiritual terms, my association with him had already been going on for more than ten years. When I
met him at last, he gave his heart to me at once, and did everything in his power to support me. It was the
members of the Can-Vurong movement who first introduced me to him.
*
When I was thirty-one, in the Year of the Cock, the eighth year of the reign of Thanh-Thai,\fn{1897} I was
excluded for life from taking examinations on account of bringing notes to the examination site.\fn{ According to Ton
Quang-Phiet, Phan’s friend Tran-Van-Luong, meaning to be helpful had, without Phan’s knowledge, placed some books in his bag, which
were found by the porter at the gate of the examination site. Phan received a pardon three years later, when he took the examination and
came first, as he later relates} For a time I wandered around Bac-Ky. Eventually I found my way to the capital, Thuan-

hoa (Hue), where I taught at the house of Mr. Vo in An-hoa, who is Vo-Ba-Hap’s father. During my spare time
from teaching, it was through the medium of literature that I was brought into contact with some notable
personalities. Khieu Nang-Tinh,\fn{1835- } principal of the Imperial Academy, treated me with high regard. My
enduring friendship with Thai-Son Dang-Nguyen-Can\fn{1867-1923} began at that time. Mai-Son NguyenThuong-Hin\fn{1868-1925} read my prose-poem Bai thach vi huynh,\fn{Bowing to the Rocks as to an Elder Brother }
which contained the lines:
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In my destined endeavor to fill up the sea,
For your aid I forgot not to ask;
Now, mending the sky with a minuscule patch,
I once more look to you in my task.

He appreciated those lines immensely. It was he who showed me the writings of Ky Am Nguyen-Lo-Trach. After I
had read Thiên-ha dai-the-luan,\fn{The Great Trends in the World} new ideas began to spring up in me. He also lent me
books such as Chung-tung chan-chi,\fn{History of the War in the Middle East} and Fa-P’u chan-chi,\fn{History of the FrancoPrussian War, by Liang Ch’i-ch’ao} and Ying-huan chih-lueh,\fn{A Brief Description of the Maritime World, by Hsu Chih-yu} Through
reading these books, I began to have a rough idea of the rivalries in the world, and I was profoundly struck by the tragic
prospect of the ruin of nations and the extinction of races. He also related to me the story of the gallant deeds of TangBat-Ho, whose name I treasured in my heart.
The idea of breaking down the bars and escaping from my cage was beginning to germinate. Owing to the
constraint of circumstances, however, I could not give vent to my frustration and had to wait for an opportune
time. It would be more than another two years yet before I could realize my hidden aspirations.
C
My job is for one lifetime;
Future tasks will be taken by those yet to be born.\fn{A poetic fragment}

*
[The French] treat our people like garbage, in the beginning using terror to chase them, in the end pushing
them into the trap like cattle. The meek are made into slaves, the strong-minded are thrown into jail. The physiccally powerful are forced into the army, while the old and weak are left to die! Externally the French speak of
their “protectorate:” in order to deceive the world powers. Internally they squeeze every last drop, every ounce
from the people . The common people see the blade and block before them and are paralyzed with fear. The land
is splashed with blood. The whole country has a tragic hue.\fn{ From a letter to the Manchu Governor General of LuangKwang}
*
Vietnam is not on the European continent, but the Asian. Vietnam is common to Japan in race, culture, and
continual positioning, yet the French gangsters are left to spread their bestial venom without fear. Hence the
French are unaware that Asia already has a major power, already has Japan. The strength of Japan has been felt in
the Northwest, all the way to the Ch’ing\fn{Manchu} and to the Russians. Why then has Japan allowed the French
to trample over Vietnam without trying to help us?\fn{ From a letter to Okuma Shigenobu, at this time (1904) in charge of the
Constitutional Government Party}
*
If we look at overt indications, then in truth there is no longer anyone with a Vietnamese soul. But if we look at
hidden, inner indications, then there is not a person lacking the soul of a Vietnamese. The Vietnamese do not bare
their insides for all the world to see, and it is difficult to enter into them. Nevertheless, Vietnam is a country
composed of human beings, not a country of animals, so let us operate on human premises and make a
guess.\fn{As to whether or not Vietnam was lost to the French forever; from Viet-Nam Vong Quoc Su}
*

Ten thousand Vietnamese can at least kill one hundred Frenchmen,
On thousand Vietnamese can kill ten Frenchmen,
One hundred Vietnamese can kill one Frenchman.
In this way four to five hundred thousand Vietnamese can wipe out four to five thousand Frenchmen.
Those gray-eyed, heavily bearded people cannot live if Vietnam is to live!
Why was our country lost?
I submit the following:
First the monarch knew nothing of popular affairs;
Second the mandarins cared nothing for the people;
And third the people knew only of themselves.
State matters to the King, other affairs to the mandarins, the people said.
Hundreds of thousands, millions together worked
To build the foundations of our country.
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The bodies, the resources are from the people;
The people are in fact the country, the country is the people’s.
On the throne the King had complete license
And had a long time to drowse.
Within the borders his word was law, ten thousand people bowed low at his command.
Search back and forth over history,
Who will restore benefits and wipe out the people’s misfortune?
-

Blood is boiling in your heart,
Countrymen! Draw forth your swords,
There is Heaven, Earth, and Us.
That is what we call true unity!
-

There is nothing more painful than having no possessions to use,
No possessions because there are no [skilled] people,
No [skilled] people because their spirit is zero!
-

One calls for the doctor out of common-sense necessity.
But are the patient, the implements, the ingredients ready or not?
Or are people counting on the doctor to-do everything,
From securing the medicine, building the fire and mixing,
To providing bed and mat for the patient,
To even asking the doctor to pay for journeys back and forth?
The sick person has little reason to hope for recovery,
Yet the household has not thought even a little bit ahead.
In such circumstances the doctor can hardly be expected to come over.
Bowing and scraping to him will only compound the shame,
Better to feel the enemy’s blade and get it over with.\fn{ From Hai Ngoai Huyet Thu}
*
I have cried, I have sung, laughed, spoken—but all to no avail in saving my own countrymen. [You Vietnamese should] use guns fashioned from bones, ammunition of flesh, draw swords with a roar, and cry out to heaven
in one long breath.\fn{From Ai Viet Dieu Dien}
*
History creates brave men, but brave men also create history. You [examination graduates] continue to bow
your heard and work like dogs for the bandits. How can that ever compare with raising up your heads proudly and
becoming great citizens of your fatherland?\fn{ From Hoa Le Cong Ngon}
*
The Vietnamese people as compared with Western people are still far behind … Now, bring out a theory that
people don’t really comprehend, cry out its name loudly, and it won’t be difficult to secure some supporters.
Beyond that, however, uniting the people is another question! On the contrary, because of clashing ideas and
contradictory activities we may end up opposing each other when the external enemy is still not eliminated. Alas!
For democracy: if the people are no longer in existence, what meaning has the rulership?\fn{ From a letter to Phan Chu
Trinh}
*
Since France gained their protectorate they have taken over everything, even the power of life or death. The
life of 10,000 “Annamese” is worth less than one French dog; the prestige of 100 mandarins is less than that of
one French female. How is it that those blue-eyed, yellow-bearded people, who are not our fathers or elder
brothers, can squat on our heads, defecate on us?
-

French dogs, horses, women, servants can now bully anyone as the please, placing themselves in relation to
others as heaven is to hell.
-

The rivers and mountains of our country, from Ha-Tien in the south to Lang-Sonin the north, are under a
common roof, our roof. We are born under that roof, eat and live there, nurtured by the earth beneath and the sky
above. In life we exist as countrymen together; in death we are buried under one mound. Our pulse has throbbed
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for more than a thousand years, our seed is sustained, our names eternal. Ho says we are like the states of Hu,
Han, Ch’in, and Yueh,\fn{Ancient Chinese states} not united under one roof?
-

The hand that buys and sells is stronger than a tiger, bigger than a whale, able to swallow down any country in
the world. Say you are going to trade but grasp in your hand a rifle, a sword, and you are able to wipe out any
people in the world. Pity the weak countries!\fn{ From Tan Viet-Nam}
*
Listen! The Nation is every citizen’s property. Common ownership requires that the people be of one heart, one
strength, in common struggle.
The world is being swept to its eight points by the wind and rain of the Westerners. But who are we, we as
people? The land of Hong-Lac\fn{A compound reference to the mythical dynasty of Hong-Bang (2879-258BC) and its progenitor,
Lac Long Quan} must be renewed, awoken, to be again truly a thing of beauty.\fn{ From Viet-Nam Quoc Su Khao}
D
Still the patriot, still the gentleman on the move,
With legs tired out, I come to rest in prison.
At once the homeless guest of the four seas,
And a wanted man on all five continents.
Extending my arms I grasp at benefits for my people,
Opening my mouth I laugh to drive away resentment.
While this body remains there is work to be done;
Who’s to quake at the multiple dangers?
158.55 & 278.163 & 158f.102 1. Excerpts from Lettre au Gouvernement de l’Indochine 2. Excerpts from A
Letter To Governor General Paul Beau (1902-1908) 3. Breaking Rocks On Con-lon 4. “Un Long Et Amer
Mémoie Sur Les Maux Don Souffre Le People Annamite”\fn{by Phan Chu Trinh (1872-1926)} Tien Phuoc District,
Quang Nam Province, Vietnam (M) 11
1
… Depuis une vingtaine d’années, les grands dignitaires de la Cour se complaisent dans le luxe et ne jettent
plus qu’un regard distrait sur les affaires publiques. Les mandarins de province ne songent qu’à consolider leur
position et pressurer les campagnes. Les lettrés rivalisent de servilité et de flagornerie au prix de leur dignité. Le
peuple a été saigné à blanc et peut à peine survivre. Aujourd’hui, tout va à vau l’eau, le peuple est désuni, les
mœurs se relâchent et la morale est battue en brèche. Un peuple de plus de 20 millions d’âmes estpresgue ramené
à l’âge de la barbarie.
Des intellectuels, devant ce désastre national, s’inquiètent de l’avenir de notre race. Ils ont voulu sonner le
réveil de la conscience nationale et cherchent ensemble une voie de salut. Mais hélas, les plus courageux, réfugiés
à l’étranger, se contentent de gémir au fond de leur cœur, sans oser risquer le retour. Les autres, plus pusillanimes,
se terrent à la campagne, ferment les yeux et les oreilles et n’osent trop discuter de ces questions. Il ne s’est trouvé
personne pour venir frapper à la porte d’un fonctionnaire du Protectorat, lui parler franchement et lui exposer sans
détour Ie comportement cruel des mandarins vietnamiens, les malheurs que subít le peuple, de manière a ouvrir
les yeux des représentants de la France sur les crimes de ces derniers et les souffrances qu’ils infligent à notre
peuple. Le Viet Nam est comme un malade moribond, difficilement guérissable …
*
Ayant résilié mes charges depuis bon nombre d’années, j’ai périgriné du Sud au Nord, à travers tout le pays.
J’ai tout vu et tout entendu sur les malheurs du peuple et les exactions des mandarins. L’opinion du peuple envers
Ie Protectorat, je l’ai gravée dans mon cœur. Ce serait une lâcheté de ma part de ne pas vous la révéler en toute
franchise avec l’espoir de toucher votre cœur et de voir mes propositions prises en considération.
A part les mandarins, tous les Vietnamiens, même les plus ignorants, s’accordent à trouver que le Protectorat
les opprime et n’agit pas humainement envers eux. En voyant le mandarinat se désintéresser des affaires
publiques et commettre de scandaleux abus, on dit que le Protectorat poursuit des buts coloniaux et tolère
l’anéantissement réciproque des Vietnamiens à seule fin de faire dégénérer notre race. Du Sud au Nord, de la ville
à la campagne, ces idées prévalent ces derniers temps. Se trouvant trop peu intelligents pour pouvoir survivre,
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trop faibles pour résister, les gens se résignent à attendre leur salut de l’intervention de quelque puissance
étrangère. Hélas! pour qu’une nation de 20 millions d’habitants (dont des centaines de milliers de lettrés) mais
privée de tout discernement et de tout ressort, incapable de se défendre et de trouver des moyens de survivre,
inconsciente même du fait que partout la force prime le droit, pour que cette nation se reduise a entretenir de
pareilles chimeres, il faut bien convenir que son sort est lamentable! Comment se fait-il que les Vietnamiens, qui
se trouvent depuis des décennies sous Ie drapeau protecteur de la France, soient à ce point affaiblis qu’ils ne
sachent plus oû est leur propre salut? C’est certainement par impatience et rage que de telles idées baroques et
absurdes ont germé dans leurs cerveaux. Remettre la cause nationale entre les mains d’autrui, comment pareille
ignominie a-t-elle pu prendre corps? Le Protectorat ferait bien d’y réfléchir sérieusement …
*
Selon moi, cette situation déplorable du Viet Nam est due à trois causes:
Premiérement, le Protectorat s’isole des masses en tolérant les abus mandarinaux.
Le gouvernement du Protectorat se contente de désigner quelques hauts fonctionnaires chargés de diriger de
loin la politique générale avec le gouvernement protégé. À l’échelon inférieur, malgré la présence obligatoire des
représentants de la France, des indigènes sont appelés à assurer le fonctionnement de l’Administration. De la
compétence de ces derniers dépendent la bonne marche des affaires et le bien-être de la population.
Mais depuis quelque quarante ans, le Viet Nam s’abâtardit. Du haut en bas de la hiérarchie, les gens ne
connaissent que l’oisiveté et les plaisirs. La législation et le régime ne sont pas pris au sérieux, les talents se font
rares. On monte en grade à force d’ancienneté, on achète les charges à prix d’or, l’argent est un passedroit
universel. On s’imite d’ailleurs les uns les autres et tout cela entre peu à peu dans les mœurs. Si l’on désire une
place, il suffit de savoir faire des courbettes devant les puissants. Chez les notables à la campagne, c’est l’abus de
pouvoir, la pressuration du peuple. On ne connait que la débauche et les festins. Ceux qui réussissent dans les
affaires s’adonnent aux plaisirs, cherchant à jouir le plus possible de la vie. De la ville à la campagne, les gens
malhonnêtes pullulent comme des mouches. Ils trompent et exploitent le monde, leur audace ne connait pas de
bornes. Les déshérités s’ont traités comme du bétail. Écrasés, ils n’osent protester.
*
… Les gens à moralité douteuse s’enfoncent dans des pratiques amorales, ou se livrent au commerce des
charges, les paresseux se pavanent dans des habits de Cour et roulent carrosse. Les grands de la Cour et leurs
émules de province ne songent qu’à leurs rendez-vous avec les fonctionnaires français et à la manière de tourner
la loi dans leurs sentences de justice. Si on leur demande leur avis sur l’avenir de leur pays ou de leur province, ils
sont bien incapables de fournir la moindre réponse. Les mandarins de sous-prefecture ne savent parler que du
recrutement des coolies, de la rentrée des impôts, de la somptuosité des réceptions. Ils n’ont aucune idée sur ce
qu’il convient d’entreprendre ou de ne pas entreprendre dans leur propre ressort. Pots de vin pour les supérieurs,
exactions envers Ies inférieurs, la pratique est devenue générale du haut en bas de la hiérarchie mandarinale qui le
considère comme un de ses principaux privilèges, sans tenir aucun compte de l’opinion publique.
*
… Hélas! Les lois de notre pays ont beau être d’une rigueur excessive, elles devraient s’appliquer à nos
mandarins. Le gouvernement pourtant réserve ses foudres au peuple tout en se montrant fort indulgent envers les
mandarins coupables.
Deuxièmement, le gouvernement par son mépris du peuple est l’artisan de son propre isolement … Quel que
soit votre rang social, si un Français estime que vous lui avez manqué d’égards, vous êtes impitoyablement châtié,
même si vous êtes innocent. Il est fréquent de voir de pauvres hères qui louent leurs services, ou des coolies qui
effectuent des corvées, frappés à mort par les Français. Ces faits sont connus de tout le Viet Nam et provoquent la
peur et la colère. On estime que les Français maltraitent les Vietnamiens comme autant de bêtes dépourvues de
sentiments, mais personne n’ose le dire ouvertement. Les paysans ignorants et peureux les craignent comme la
foudre ou le tonnerre et s’efforcent de s’éloigner d’eux. Les lettrés, du moins ceux qui se soucient de leur dignité,
fuient la voie mandarinale et s’abstiennent d’y mettre les pieds. Seuls les ambitieux et les gens poussés par les
besoins matériels de leurs familles, se résignent à accepter cette condition servile. Le soir, seuls avec eux-mêmes,
ils ne pensent pas moins avec dépit et honte aux humiliations que leur infligent les Français. Mais leur condition
les empêche de se révolter. Ce ne sont pas tous des gens méprisables qui se complaisent dans les offenses.
Actuellement, si haut placés qu’ils soient, les mandarins redoutent une entrevue avec les Français. Ils tremblent à
l’idée d’un impair involontaire qui provoquerait la fureur de ces derniers. Les personnalités à la campagne,
rencontrant par hasard sur la route un Français—qu’il soit fonctionnaire, militaire ou négotiant—se tiennent tête
baissée pour s’éloigner au plus vite, de peur des humiliations les plus inattendues.
Gens de deux nations différentes, nous sommes amenés à vivre ensemble sur un même territoire, mais nos
préoccupations respectives sont à mille lieues les unes des autres. Aussi ceux qui aspirent à devenir mandarins
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sont-ils les seuls à fréquenter matin et soir les residences des fonctionnaires du Protectorat. Les gens avisés se
gardent de venir dans leur cour. Les résidents de province se montrent parfois aux plaideurs, mais les lamentations
du peuple ne parviennent jamais à leurs oreilles …
*
… Une information récente du Dai Viet Tan Bao fait état de la présence d’une vingtaine de Vietnamiens au
Japon. Il s’en trouve certainement parmi eux quelques uns parfaitement au courant des malheurs du Viet Nam.
Habitant avant leur départ, à deux pas des représentants de la France, ne pouvaient-ils consacrer une journée ou
quelques heures pour essayer de les voir? Mais ils se sont bien gardés de le faire! Comment alors expliquer que
ces hommes qui n’avaient jamais quitté leur maison, aient entrepris un long voyage outremer, abandonnant leurs
femmes, leurs enfants et même les tombes de leurs ancêtres, pour venir dans un pays inconnu clamer leur
ressentiment et dévoiler leurs malheurs? Pourquoi ne se sont-ils pas adressés aux Français directement? La faute
en revient au gouvernement qui, par son souverain mépris du peuple, a provoqué entre ce dernier et lui un
véritable divorce.
Troisièmement, cet éloignement faisant leur jeu, les mandarins se livrent aux pires méfaits. Le gouvernement
protecteur et le peuple protégé n’ayant aucun point de contact, les mandarins s’en donnent à cœur joie. Comment
auraient-ils pu continuer à tromper le gouvernement, s’il en était autrement? Aussi s’efforcent-ils d’entraver tout
rapprochement. Il peut arriver que des Français se montrent conciliants par compréhension, et prêtent l’oreille à
des dénonciations plus ou moins aigries, mais les mandarins qui n’y trouvent pas leur compte, cherchent à éviter
de pareilles éventualités. Comme ils savent que le gouvernement ne s’intéresse qu’à la bonne rentrée de l’impôt et
n’aime ni la fomentation des troubles, ni l’adhésion à quelque société secrète, ils se mettent en quatre pour lui
faire plaisir, dûssent-ils écorcher le peuple, sucer son sang ou briser ses os. Les mandarins de province et de
district abusent de leur pouvoir en terrorisant le peuple ignorant et en opprimant les lettrés. Par mesure de
precaution, ils les accusent des crimes les plus adieux aux yeux du gouvernement, soit de rebellion aux autorités,
soit de formation d’associations suspectes.. Accusations les plus vagues, non étayées sur des preuves. Le
gouvernement, n’y voyant pas malice, les croit sur parole. Des innocents sont ainsi jetés en prison, parfois avec
leur famille.
Souvent aussi, le gouvernement sait pertinemment que c’est un mensonge odieux, mais comme les fautifs
savent se montrer indispensables et zélés, il préfére passer l’éponge. Le peuple ainsi traité perd courage devant le
pouvoir grandissant du mandarinat. Comme les victimes sont choisies ordinairement parmi les plus fortunés, les
mandarins perçoivent des pots de vin substantiels. Ils concussionnent à tour de bras et à propos de tout: procès,
vols, meurtres. Quand le gouvernement leur demande de les renseigner sur le nombre des écoles, des paysans
désireux de recevoir des vers à soie, des participants aux expositions agricoles, de la population mâle ou des terres
cultivées, quand il les prie d’accompagner les fonctionnaires français dans leurs tournées ou les médecins à la
vaccination, c’est pour eux une manne tombée du Ciel! Le gouvernement n’y prête guère attention, croyant que
cela ne cause pas d’ennuis à la population. Mais les mandarins, sous prétexte que l’affaire relève du protocole des
réceptions, envoient convocation sur convocation, exigent partout un accueil d’apparat et des banquets d’adieu,
bref, mettent la campagne en ébullition à propos des déclarations.. procès-verbaux, amendes et frais d’écriture!
Les ennuis qu’ils suscitent, à eux seuls, leur rapportent une fortune. Tout ce qui dérange le peuple profite aux
mandarins. Quel que soit son contenu, le moindre papier reçu du gouvernement devient une aubaine
providentielle, une sorte d’amulette, car il leur donne l’occasion de s’enrichir.
Ces faits montrent la condition misérable du peuple qui, terrorisé, n’ose élever la moindre protestation. Des
personnalités sont au courant de cet état de choses mais étant hors de cause, et de peur d’étre soupçonnées ellesmêmes, n’osent pas en parler. Les grands dignitaires même informés sont réduits au silence par des “pots de vin”.
Les fonctionnaires français, par ignorance des règles du jeu, sont incapables de connaître la vérité.
Aujourd’hui, le peuple entier est dépossédé de tout: riches ou pauvres, nous croupissons dans le même
malheur. Tout le monde se plaint, les malfaiteurs et les pirates nous égorgent en liberté, la situation est vraiment
critique. Les uns préconisent l’instruction en français, les autres l’abandon des concours triennaux en chinois, des
esprits entreprenants ouvrent des maisons de commerce, cherchant à sauver quelque chose de la débâcle. Les
mandarins, estimant que ces activités se retourneraient contre eux à la longue, les taxent de folies ou de complots
et les dénoncent comme activités subversives aux autorités du protectorat.
Hélas! Même à demi-barbare et sous-développé, le Viet Nam est accoutumé depuis des millénaires a l’étude
des livres confucéens, comme l’attestent nos annales. Chez nous, chacun tient pour une vertu l’amour du peuple et
pour un crime tout méfait contre lui. Les mandarins sont par définition des gens instruits. Sachant parfaitement
lire et écrire, comment ont-ils osé prendre le mandarinat pour un marché où la population se vend et s’achète, et
soutenir que les défenseurs du peuple sont des insensés, et que leurs propos sur la prospérité du pays sentent la
poudre? S’ils changent le blanc en noir, emmêlent à l’envi le vrai et le faux, agissent inconsidérément et profèrent
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de telles absurdités, sans peur du ridicule, cela n’est possible que parce que le gouvernement n’est pas renseigné,
isolé comme il l’est.
Voilà en quelques mots les trois tares du régime. Quant à la flagornerie et l’obséquiosité envers les supérieurs,
l’esprit glouton des mandarins, les plus grands cerveaux de l’Occident ne pourraient en connaître toutes les
manifestations. De même, les plus grands peintres seraient bien en peine de montrer les souffrances de notre
peuple, dûssent-ils y consacrer tout leur talent …
2
My countrymen’s flesh and blood is being stripped away, to the extent they no longer can work for their living;
people are being split up, customs corrupted, rituals lost … a somewhat civilized situation degenerating into utter
barbarity. Those with spirit and intelligence have perceived conditions, are worried about extermination of their
people, and are rousing each other to seek remedies.
Some courageous ones have fled overseas, crying out, lamenting, but probably not able to return. Others, timid
ones, bow their heads in their home villages and act as if they are deaf and dumb, not daring to speak of the situation. Not one has yet dared to march before Protectorate officials to expose the cruel scheming of the mandarins,
and the desperate plight of the people. …
*
… The French have been in Vietnam for some time, have seen the greediness of the mandarins, the ignorance
of the people, the corruption of the culture, and have concluded sneeringly that the Vietnamese have no sense of
national identity. So, when they print articles in their papers or talk among themselves, they all show dislike and
disdain for the Vietnamese, considering them savages, comparing them with pigs and cows, unwilling to let them
become equals, and even afraid that getting close will be polluting. …
*
… Today the Vietnamese mandarins, no matter high or low, shiver and quake when they meet French officials,
fearing above all that they will do something to make the Frenchmen angry. Local gentry in the villages, walking along
and unexpectedly meeting a Frenchman, be he French official, French soldier, or French merchant, must bow their
heads, droop their ears, and quicken their pace—simply afraid of being disgraced. …
*
… Traditionally the Vietnamese people disliked stepping even beyond their doorways. Now they are resigning
themselves to leaving the tombs of their ancestors, separating themselves from wives and children, crossing forbidden
waters, arriving at a totally unfamiliar country, and openly expressing their deepest feelings—without ever once having
approached the door of French officialdom. It is because the Protectorate regime has been contemptuous of the Vietnamese people that this increasing distance has developed. …
*
… Among the scholar-gentry, some are proposing the study of Western languages, others are calling for elimination of
the civil exams, still others trying to invest in new commercial enterprises … The mandarins hate this, considering it an
open threat to their position, calling it insane, or a sinister plot … Forgetting the question of whether or not Vietnam is in
truth barbaric or semideveloped, it is undeniable that we have studied the Chinese classics for several thousand years and
know that loving the people is meritorious, while harming them is a crime. Today’s mandarins all are literate, have all read
the necessary books, yet they dare to use their public offices as marketplaces, to regard the people as morsels to be eaten,
and to declare those who are concerned with the people insane and developmental efforts traitorous. …
*
… But if the Protectorate regime is still bent on a policy of persecuting the Vietnamese people, if it still intends to kill all twenty million, then punish me heavily now for high slander, as a lesson to other scholar-gentry
that they should continue to keep their mouths shut and remain as distant as possible.
3
As a man standing upright on Con-lon,
I can bring mountains crashing down in pieces.
With my hammer I shatter heap after heap,
All my strength producing hundreds more stones,
Day in, day out I make light of my exhausted body,
In rain or shine my heart never fails.
In temporary setback, those who mend the sky
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Do not let minor things get them down!
4\fn{Il est curieux de mettre en regard des opinions exposées par M. Tran-tan-Binh celles d’un ancien mandarin, Phan tru-Trinh, qui a
adressé aux autorités françaises un long et amer mémoire sur les maux dont souffre le peuple annamite. Le ton très digne du pamphlet,
l’évidente sincérité de l’auteur et le courage dont il a fait preuve feront passer sur bien des exagérations: ces exagérations, ces erreurs mêmes
sont une preuve de plus de l’une des thèses de Phan-tru-Trinh, l’ignorance où les Français el les Annamites vivent les uns des autres. Le
pamphlet, qui a été traduit par M. Ed. Huber, mérite d’être cité en entier:}

Je viens ver’s vous, moi Phan-tru-Trinh, ancien mandarin, pour vous exposer la situation très critique du pays
d’Annam.
Depuis que l’Annam est placé sous leur protectorat, les Français y ont établi des routes, des ponts, des lignes
de navigation, des chemins de fer, des postes et télégraphes; et personne ne contestera le bienfait manifesto de
ces transformations. Mais ils n’ont apporté aucune attention ni aux abus de l’administration, ni aux progrès
rapides de la misère el de la décadence morale du peuple; et c’est là précisément ce qu’on pent leur reprocher:
ils ont fermé les yeux sur ces maux qui minent notre nation et la font mourir. Ecoutez plutôt ce qui se passe,
depuis bien longtemps déjà.
A la cour, les hauts mandarins ne s’intéressent qu’aux vieilles futililés du passé. Dans les provinces, les
fonctionnaires annamites étalent, sans retenue, leur cruauté. Ils ne vivent que pour flatter leurs chefs et
pressurer leurs administrés. Les classes supérieures et moyennes de la société ont perdu toute dignité. La masse
du peuple, que les exactions des autorités indigènes écrase chaque jour davantage, vit dans une misère noire.
Les affaires publiques ne vont plus. L’exode des populations rurales a commencé. Le niveau de la moralité
baisse avec une rapidité effrayante. On ne respecte plus les coutumes des ancêtres ni les traditions nacionales.
El ainsi, notre pays qui eouvre plus de 400,000 lieues carrées et compte plus de 20,000,000 d’habitants retombe
pea à peu de la demi-civilisation dans la barbarie complète. Sans doute il ne manque point parrmi nous
d’hommes éclairés qui s’affligent an plus profond de leur cœur de la ruine de leur patrie et qu’étreint
d’angoisse le spectacle de la disparition de lear race. Mais ceux d’entre eux qui ont le plus d’audace vont
chercher un refuge au-delà des mers et c’est loin de leur pays, dans l’exil, qu’ils versent leurs larmes. Quant
aux autres, ils se terrent dans leur coin de village et ne soufflent mot. Personnae n’ose s’adresser aux
fonctiominires français pour dénoncer, sans réticence, l’iniquité du mandarinat indigène, et pour crier bien haut
la misère du peuple; de sorte que, dans une certain mesure, ce sont les classes supérieures de la société
annamite qui sont responsables à la fois de l'ignorance où le Protectorat so trouve depuis longtemps de la
conduite véritable des mandarins, et de la situation lamentable de ce pays, aujourd’hui irrémédiablenient perdu.
Et ce qui aggrave le mal, c’est que les Annamites, bien à tort d’ailleurs, se persuadent quo le Protectorat ne
songe qu’à les écraser sons sa botte.
Voici plusieurs années déjà que je ne suis plus mandarin; j’ai parcouru le pays dans tous les sens; mes oreilles
ont entendu ce que pense le peuple, et j’ai vu, de mes yeux, les abus du mandarinat. J’ai fait, d’autre part, une
enquête minutieuse sur les sentiments réciproques que les Annamites et les Français nourrissent les uns vis-à-vis
des autres. En maintenant j’aurais honte à me dérober. Aussi, je me décide à m’ouvrir à vous, persuadé qu’après
m’avoir lu, les fonctionnaires, émus de tant de maux, voudront d’eux-mêes y porter remède.
C’est une opinion courante, à l’heure actuelle. parmi les Annamites, qu’ils soient intelligents ou non, que vous
ne songez qu’à nous opprimer et que vous ne daignez pas nous considérer comme des êtres humains. Ne va-t-on
même pas jusqu’à insinuer que c’est de très bon œil que vous regardez se développer les iniquités du mandarinat,
sous prétexte que, pour vous, la vraie colonisation ne peut naitre que du déchainement de nos querelles intestines et
de l’extermination de notre race? C’est même un très vieux theme, rebattu aussi bien dans les conversations de la
bonne société que dans les chansons grossières de nos paysans. Et voilà pourquoi, conscient de son incapacité à
conserver lui-même son autonomie, notre peuple se met à lever les yeux vers je ne sais quelle puissance étrangère
dont il se plait à espérer le salut.
Mais, en vérité, n’est-il pas affligeant de voir se racerocher à une si misérable espérance, tout au plus excusable
dans l’ivresse ou dans le rêve, une nation de plusieurs millions d’habitants, et dont les lettrés, qui se comptent par
milliers, devraient comprendre, au contraire, que, dans ce monde où la force est souveraine, c’est l’union éiroite
des concitoyens qui seule pent assurer leur triomphe? Et, de son côté, le gouvernement français ne doit-il pas
rechercher ce qui a conduit ce peuple si longtemps protégé et couvé par lui à la fois à une tellr déchéance et à un
aussi fol espoir?
*
A mon avis, la première de ces causes de désorganisation et de ruine s’explique par la trop grande liberté que le
Protectorat a laissée aux mandarins indigènes.
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D’ordinaire, qui dit protectorat dit surtout contrôle permanent des autorités du pays protégé par quelques hauts
fonctionnaires du pays protecteur; mais dans nos provinces, malgré la presence d’administrateurs français auprès
des autorités indigènes, ce sont celles-ci qui, en fait, dirigent tout l’administration locale; de sorte qu’en définitive,
c’est de leur talent ou de leur bon plaisir que dépend la prospérité du pays.
Depuis 40 ans, la décadence de l’Annam se précipite. L’engourdissement est général. On ne respecte ni
traditions ni lois. Le niveau intellectuel baisse. Partout, chex les hauts mandarins comme chez les
fonctionnaires subalternes, chez les lettrés comme chez les notables, et jusque dans les moindres villages chez
ceux qui détiennent la plus infime parcelle de pouvoir, ce sont les mêmes intrigues en vue de l’avancement,
les mêmes flatteries, la même corruption. Tons assiègent perpétuellement la porte de leurs supérieurs, la
bouche ouerte et la main tendue.
Au-dessous, la masse énorme de la populace ne songe qu’à boire, manger et jouir. Avachis an fond de leur
village agriculteurs ou petits marchands vivent d’une vie toute bestiale. Toutcetois, ici encore ce sont les rusés qui
triomphent au milieu de cette multitude grouillante et impuissante de vers qui rampent. Les exactions peuvent se
multiplier et les coups de rotin pleuvoir: aucune révolte n’est à craindre. C’est une veulerie générale. Voilà la
véritable situation et je n’exagère rien.
Quand une nation est à ce point déchue, la seule politique qui lui convienne c’est de lui donner d’abord des lois
justes et sévères pour y assurer l’ordre et la paix, et de l’initier peu à peu à la civilisation.
Depuis leur arrivée ici, les Français connaissent cette situation. Ils savent qu’il est impossible de changer du jour
au lendemain les mœurs des indigènes et, on particulier, de faire appel, en ce qui concerne l’administration
supérieure, à la collaboration des Annamites. Ils n’en ont pas moins maintenu les mandarins provinciaux, en les
réduisant, il est vrai, au rôle de simples agents d’exécution. Quant aux questions qui intéressent la vie même de la
nation, ils les ont totalement négligées, se contentant de dire qu'ils gouvernaient l'Annam par les Annamites.
Sans doate, de temps à autre, vous révoquex quelques fonctionaires indigènes, mais c’est souvent pour
remplacer le mauvais par le pire. Bien plus, il arrive que X., révoqué aujourd’hui, recevra un avancement demain,
ou que tel autre qui s’est rendu impossible à Y. sera simplemeat expédié à Z. Pourquoi s’étonner alors que ces
individus n’aient plus aucune retenue? Ils savent qu’ils n’ont rien à craindre, que la bienveillance ou la négligence
de leurs protecteurs leur assure l’impunité, et ils en arrivent même à considérer comme tout à fait naturelles et
cette bienveillance et cette impunité, de sorte qu’ils laissent libre cours à leur sans-gêne, à leur corruption et à leur
paresse. Ils considèrent que pour la sécurité de leur situation, ils se doivent à eux-mêmes de faire le silence sur la
misère du peuple.
Voyex-vous cet homme richement habillé et propriétaire de nombreux équipages. C’est, soyez-en persuadé,
quelqee haut fonctionnaire de la cour ou quelque mandarin provincial. Croyez bien d’ailleurs qu’il ne s’acquitte
de ses fonctions que par routine et qu’il est tout au plus capable de recevoir et de transmettre des papier’s
officiels. Ne l’interrogez point sur la situation de son pays ou de sa province. Il serait oblige de vous avouer qu’il
n’en a aucune idée. Il n’y a pas an préfet ou un sous-préfet qui soit bon à autre chose qu’à percevoir l’impôt et à
courber l’échine devant son supérieur français. Il ignore tout des intérêts essentiels de sa prefecture ou de sa souspréfecture. A tous les degrés de la hiérarchie, la corruption et les exactions sont érigées à la hauteur d’une tradition
et même d’un devoir.
Non, nous avons beau dire que le niveau intellectuel et moral des Annamites n’a jamais été très élevé; il est
hors de doute que s’ils n’avaient jamais connu qu’un pareil régime, il y a longtemps qu’on ne parlerait deux qu’au
passé. Auraient-ils jamais pu, avec un gouvernement aussi corrompu, défendre pendant plus de 1000 ans leur
existence au milieu des nations guerrières du Sud de l’Asie et rester jusqu’à notre siècle un peuple grand et fort?
Je doute qu’il y ait, sur toute la surface du globe, un seul protectorat, une seule colonie, qui eût survécu à on pareil
régime.
On dit que la législation annamite est très imparfaite; mais si imparfaite qu’elle puisse être, elle offrait certainement, dans l’arsenal de ses prescriptions, des règlements suffisants pour réprimer les scandales de l’administration des mandarins. Pourquoi n’avoir emprunté à cette législation que les plus barbares de ses dispositions? On
n’a retenu que celles qui permettent de comprimer plus étroitement un peuple impuissant, alors que l’on a adouci
la rigueur des lois pour les mandarins, qui, désormais à l’abri de toute inquiétude, se laissent aller à tous les excès.
En un mot, je le répète, c’est dans l’absence de tout contrôle du Protectorat sur les man darins provinciaux qu’il
faut chercher la première cause de la situation malheureuse de ce pays.
*
J’en trove une seconde dans le mépris que les Français ont pour les Annamites. Depuis leur installation ici, les
Français ont eu perpétuellement sous les yeux le spectacle lamentable de mandarins corrompus au milieu d’un
peuple dégénéré, ignorant et grossier. Aussi, dès le début, n’ont-ils témoigné que du mépris pour une nation qu’ils
jugeaient incapable de se conduire elle-même. Et voilà comment partout, dans vos journaux, dans vos livres, dans
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vos dessins, dans vos conversations familières elles-mêrnes, s’étalent, dans toute son intensité, ce profond mépris
dont vous nous écrascz. A vos yeux nous ne sommes que des sauvages, des porcs, des êtres incapables de
distinguer le bien du mal, et que non seulement vous refusez de traiter en égaux, mais dont vous redoutez
l’approehe comme une souillure.
Combien de fois déjà n’avez-vous pas accablé des pires humiliations tel ou tel de nos notables ou de nos lettrés
dont le seul crime était d’avoir encouru, à tort ou à raison, la colère d’un de vos hauts fonctionnaires! Combien de
fois, hélas! des ouvriers, des petits marchands indigènes, des paysans venus pour s’acquitter de leurs corvées, ontils été frappés, blessés et même tués par des Français! Et je ne crains pas d’être démenti.
Du nord au sud de l’Annam, on se transmet le récit des mauvais traitements que vous nous appliquez. Des
rancunes et des haines s’amassent. Et tout en contenant leur indignation, les Annamites se répètent: «Les Français
nous traitent comme des animaux sans intelligence.» Le seul sentiment que vous ayez inspiré à ces populations
ignorantes des campagnes, c’est la crainte; vous leur causez autant d’effroi que le tonnerre ou le diable. Elles vous
fuient et re doutent toujours de ne pas pouvoir vous fuir assez loin. Quelques-uns, il est vrai parmi ceux que vous
employez, ont encore conservé quelque dignité. S’ils subissent sans murmure votre perpétuel manque d’égards, ils
n’en sont pas moins douloureusement affectés; et c’est un sentiment de dégoût qui leur emplit le cœur, lorsque,
dans le recueillement du soir, ils considèrent toute l’humilation de leur état. Malheureusement, pris en quelque
sorte dans un engrenage, ils sont réduits à l’impuissance. En tous cas, ne croyez pas que nous ayons tons perdu tout
sentiment d’honneur ou de dignité et que nous prenions plaisir à nous vautrer dans l’oppobre ou même à recevoir
des éclaboussures de honte. Malgré tout, ce sentiment de crainte est si général qu’actuellement aucun notable ou
mandarin annamite ne rencontre un fonctionnaire français, sans qu’un frisson de peur ne lui courbe l’échine et ne le
pousse à toutes les bassesses pour gagner sa faveur ou éviter sa colère. Quant aux paysans, aux petits fonctionnaires
et aux notables des villages, dès qu’ils sortent de chez eux; ne fùt-ce que de quelques pas, la seule vue d’un
Français, quel qu’il soit, fonctionnaire, simple soldat ou négociant, les fait immédiatement filer d’une course rapide
et la tête basse, affolés d’avance par la peur de subir quelque humiliation ou même de recevoir des coups.
Etant donné cet antagonisme entre les représentants des deux races qui habitent ce pays, pourquoi donc
s’étonaer qu’il n’y ait que les quémandeurs d’emplois qui osent encore se présenter dans les bureaux de l’administration française? Vous n’y verrez que très rarement un Annamite de bonne famille. De temps en temps, le Résident
d’une province peut entendre une plainte individuelle. Mais les doléances collectives de ses administrés mourant de
misère ne parviennent jamais à ses oreilles. Certes je ne conteste point que les reproches de fourberie et d’indélicatesse qui pèsent sur le peuple annamite ne soient presque toujours fondés; mais sur les millions d’individus que
compte notre nation, il n’y a peut-être pas deux hommes, parmi tous ceux qui ont accès aprs de vous, qui soient au
courant de la situation réelle du pays et en même temps capables de vous l’exposer. Aussi ai-je bien peur que plus
nous demeurerons ensemble, plus nous deviendrons étrangers les uns aux autres, et que les barrières qui nous séparent ne s’abaissent jamais.
Je viens de lire dans un numéro de Dai-viêt tân-báo qu’il y a aujourd’hui une vingtaine d’Annamites réfugiés au
Japon. Il faut insister sur ce fait. Aucun de ces vingt hommes, en effet, n’ignorait la misère du pays, ni les obstacles
qui empêchent les plaintes du peuple d’arriver jusqu’aux oreilles de l’autorité supérieure. De plus, aucun d’eux
certainement n’habitait à plus de 100 lieues de la plus proche résidence, probablement même pas à plus de 30 à 40
kilomètres. Or, voilà des hommes dont, pendant plus dix siècles, les ancètres n’ont pas quitté leur pro vince natale,
et qui, aujourd’hui, n’hésitent point à abandonner femme, enfants, parents, amis, pour se réfugier au delà des
océans lointains dans un pays entiérement inconnu à leurs pères, et cela, à seule fin de pouvoir y donner libre cours
à la douleur qui les opprimait. Ils ont mieux aimé s’exiler que de s’adresser aux autorités français s de leur voisinage pour leur exposer franchement leurs griefs. Pouvez-vous expliquer ce fait presque invraisemblable de leur part
autrement que par le mépris que vous affichez sans cesse pour nous, et qui élargit davantage encore le fossé qui
nous séparait?
*
En troisième lieu, les mandarins ont tout fait pour accentuer l’isolement où se trouve la nation vis-à-vis des
autorités françaises, afin de pouvoir l’exploiter plus à leur aise.
J’ai déjà marqué quelle divergence de sentiments et d’intérêts sépare les Annamites des Français; j’ai signalé
aussi l’impunité dont jouissent les mandarins indigènes. Je reste persuadé néanmoins que si ceux-ci n’avaient point
élevé d’aussi puissantes barrières entre le peuple annamite et l’administration française, l’entente serait facile. Du
jour où quelque haut fonctionnaire français, ayant longtemps habité le pays, se rendrait compte de la situation; ou
méme du jour où le peuple, à bout de vexations, prendrait lui-même l’initiative d’ouvrir les yeux du Protectorat,
une union plus étroite rapprocherait Européens et Annamites; toute équivoque cesserait et ce serait, la fin du
régime arbitraire des autorités indigènes; mais c’est là préciscément ce dont les mandarins ne veulent à aucun
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prix; et c’est pourquoi tous tours efforts tendent à creuser plus profondément que jamais le fossé qui isole leurs
supérieurs de leurs administrés.
Ils savent très bien que les autorités françaises attachent surtout du prix a la rentrée de l’impôt; à l’exactitude des
listes des inserits, à la recherche de tous les complots plus on moins dangereux, ourdis dans les ténèbres, en on
mot, à la marche régulière de la machine administrative. Aussi ne se préoccupent-ils pas d[autre chose; et du
moment qu’ils ont obtenu les résultats qu’exige d’eux l’autorité française, les voilà les mains libres. Ils en
profitent pour écorcher le people, lui sucer jusqu’à la dernière goute de son sang et manger le dernier lambeau de
graisse qui lui reste. Puis, désormais à l’abri de tout souci, chacun d[eux gouverne sa province, sa préfecture ou sa
sous-préfecture, en se drapant dans le prestige quo lui donne l’autorité française, pour inspirer au pauvre peuple
une peur salutaire et contenir les classes supérieures. Les paysans et les notables auraient-ils l’idée de s’unir pour
protester? Les mandarins ont prvu le danger, et pour l’éviter, ont eu la suprême habileté d’inventer contre leurs deux
adversaires les accusations qui présentent aux yeux des Français le plus de gravité: je veux dire celles de conspirer et
de faire partie d’une société secrète. Et le malheur est que ces accusations mensongères, si dénuées de preuves
soient-elles, trouvent on écho auprès des fonctionnaires français. Combien de families ce système de délation n’a-t-il
pas ruinées! Même quand elles savent pertinemment que le mandarin annamite leur a menti, les autorités françaises
ne lui en tiennent pas rigueur: c’est, disent-elles, un mandarin habile et zélé. Et c’est ainsi que le peuple retourne de
plus en plus à la bestialité, que les classes supérieures sont de plus en plus réduites au désespoir, tandis que le
pouvoir et l’influence des mandarins grandit encore.
Tout est pour eux matière à exactions: contestations entre particuliers, procès criminels, contrats privés: il n’est
aucun acte de la vie des gens du peuple dont ils ne tirent quelque profit. Mais il y a plus encore. Que le
gouvernement décide par exemple une enquête officielle sur le nombre des écoles, la qeantité des plants de mûriers,
le chiffre des inscrits, on bien qu’il organise des tournées d’inspection, de vaccination, toutes ces mesures, qui ne
devraient avoir d’autre résultat que le bien du peuple, deviennent, grâce aux mandarins, autant de prétextes à exactions. «Voici, répètent-ils à leurs administrés, une excellente occasion d[obtenir la faveur des fonctionnaires français.
Prenez garde de ne pas montrer assez d’emprssement.» Et c’est alors une pluie de réquisitions et de contributions
vexatoires. Aujourd’hui, il faut aller au devout d’un fonctionnaire ou le raccompagner; demain, ce sont les formalités
du debut ou de la fin d’une enquête; après-demain, ce sont les chefs de villages ou les chefs de cantons désireux
d’offrir un cadeau à la valetaille du moindre fonctionnaire qui lèveront d’office de nouvelles taxes. Et les sapèques
s’amoncellent toujours. Et voilà pourquoi, depuis déjà des années, toutes ces mesures, si bonnes en principe, loin
d’être profitables au paysan, lui sont devenues un fardeau odieux et insupportable. Le dernier des mandarins conserve toujours pour la moindre affaire, si insignifiante soit-elle, un papier, authentique ou non d’ailleurs, qu’il dit
tenir du Protectorat. Pour lui, ce papier a plus de prix que le joyau le plus précieux, car il lui sert à la fois de bouclier
qui couvre sa responsabilité et de baguette magique qui fait, tomber dans son escarcelle de belles piastres sonnantes.
Et ce n’est pas tout encore. Alléchées par la perspective de réaliser les mêmes profits les petites autorités des
villages, et toute la bande des chefs de cantons veulent aussi à tout prix tremper leur museau dans la graisse de la
curée. Une fois possesseurs d’un petit magot acquis par d’aussi malhonnêtes moyens, ces individus n’ont de cesse
qu’ils ne se soient rendus au chef-lieu de leur province pour y acquérir une petite charge. Même s’ils no peuvent
accrocher que quelques miettes du festin, ils se contentent de ces reliefs, qui suffisent pour quelque temps du moins
à leur donner un poil reluisant.
Ce que doivent être les souffranances du peuple sous un pareil régime, on le devine sans peine; mais ce peuple
a encore tant de respect pour l’autorité qu’il n’ose porter plainte. S’il se trouve, de temps à autre, un notable ou un
lettré au courant de tous ces abus, il se garde bien de les dénoncer, de crainte qu’on ne lui reproche de se mêler de
ce qui ne le regarde pas, et que son intervention jugée intempestive ne lui attire des ennuis ou des représailles.
Quant aux hauts fonctionnaires annamites ou aux chefs de province indigènes, ils ferment d’autant plus volontiers
les yeux sur tous ces abus, que ceux-ci sont pour eux une abondante source de profits illicites.
El pendant ce temps, les autorités française, sans rapports avec nous, sans intérêts communs qui les unissent à
nous, ignorent tout de ce qui se passe. De là cet appauvrissemcnt effroyablement rapide du peuple. Le poids des
exactions écrase aussi bien riches que pauvres. Les routes sont couvertes de bandes d’affamés; ce ne sont partout
que vols et brigandages, et les flots de la haine montent comme une marée menaçante. L’heure est très grave. Je
sais bien qu’il se rencontre encore dans le pays un petit nombre de gens avisés qui se font les avocats ardents des
études modernes, réclament, en suppliant, l’abolition des vieux exarnens, essaient de former des associations
commerciales, ont à cœur, en un mot, do rajeunir notre peuple et de le sauver de la ruine. Mais c’est précisément
contre eux que s’acharne avec le plus de violence la haine des mandarins indigènes. Ils ont tellement peur de
voir leur pouvoir compromis et leur influence amoindrie, qu’ils n’hésitent point à accuser les novateurs de folie
on de conspiration, et que journellement—vous n’oserez pas me démentir—ils assomment de leurs calomnies
odieuses les oreilles des fonctionnaires français.
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Vous avez beau dire que l’Annam est un pays barbare on demi-civilisé, il n’en subsiste pas moins que depuis
plus d’un millier d’années, l’étude des lettres et des livres classiques des «Odes» et de l’«Histoire» y est en
honneur. Or ces ouvrages proclament la gloire de ceux qui aiment et choient le peuple en même temps que la
honte de ceux qui l’oppriment et la plupart de nos mandarins les ont lus. Comment se peut-il done qu’ils aient
transformé la carrière mandarinale en un vil bazar où l’on fait commerce de la sueur et du sang du peuple? Pourquoi traitant-ils de fous ceux qui déplorant notre décadence, on de révoltés ceux qui voudraient travailler à notre
relévameut matériel et moral? En définitive, n’est-ce pas à cause du fossé qu’ont creusé les mandarins entre
Français et Annarnites que ceux-ci en sont arrivés à ne plus distinguer le blanc da noir, le bien du mal, à crier tout
haut leur misère en songeant aux résolutions désespérées?
*
En vous signalant ces trois principales causes de dècadence, je n’ai fait chaque fois que les effleurer. Avec tout
leur talent, les meilleurs orateurs ou les meilleurs artistes européens seraient impuissants eux-mêmes à décrire
jusque dons tus les details les habiletés et les bassesses des courtisans du pouvoir, la cruauté des fonctionnaires visà-vis de leurs subalternes, ou simplement la misère et l’abandon où se meurt le peuple. Et tout cela, parce que le
Protectorat laisse trop de liberté aux autorités indigènes et traite avec mépris notre race.
En ce qui concerne leur politique indigène, le gros reproche que l’on puisse adresser aux Français, c’est d’avoir
négligé d’enseigner au peuple les moyens pratiques de s’enrichir, et de n’avoir songé qu’à multiplier les impôts el
les taxes; car si la misère du peuple est due, en grande partie, aux autorités indigènes, il ne faut pas oublier que
l’excès et la mauvaise répartition des impôts en sont une des principales causes. Bien que, de tout temps, l’Annam
ait été un pays agricole, jarnais on ne s’y est spécialement occupé d’élevage du bétail ou de sériciculture. A plus
forte raison a-t-on négligé le commerce et l’industrie. La routine n’a pas cessé d’être la règle à tous les degrés de
l’échelle sociale. On n’avait pas d’autre idéal que la paix et l’oisiveté. Jamais nos rois n’ont songé à une politique
de progrès; et le reste de la nation ne se préoccupait que de se reposer ou de se divertir. Aussi le commerce était-il
arrêté dans son essor et les moyens d’acquérir des richesses très strictement limités, de sorte qu’on ne pouvait jamais lever que des impôts fort légers. Dès qu’une calamité frappait une province, on lui remettait une partie de ses
contributions ou même on lui prêtait de l’argent. Le peuple avait pris l’habitude de vivre au jour le jour et d’attendre la becquée qu’on lui donnait. Aujourd’hui encore combien de troupes de mendiants et de vagabonds parcourent
le pays. Et dire que c’est une polilique aussi misérable, une telle in intelligence et une telle fainéantise chez le peuple, qui ont caractérisé pendant des siècles la vie de notre nation!
Depuis l’établissement du Protectorat, l’amélioration des rnoyens de transport, la construction de forts et de
camps retranchés, l’entretien d’une armée de nouveaux fonctionnaires, tout cela a demandé des sommes énormes
qui augmentent tus les jours dans des proportions inquiétantes. Cependant, si l’on excepte les recettes des douanes
nouvellement établies, les revenus de l’impôt ne se sont nullenient accrus. Et c’est là ce qui est grave. Peut-être
serait-il possible d’obtenir Ia collaboration de deux ou trois hauts fonctionnaires annamites intelligents et honnétes
auxquels on adjoindrait quelques centaines de subordonnés compétents et habiles. Il suffirait de leur montrer le
chemin à suivre, et leur faire une place dans les Conseils avec voie consultative. Je suis sûr qu’ils vous aideraient à
trouver le remède, et en particuluer, à enseigner au peuple le moyen de s’enrichir lui-méme, ce qui légitimerait davantage vos impôts.
Actuellement, par suite de l’incapacité des autorités indigènes at du manque de confiance du people, les impôts
sont injustement répartis. Quelle que soit leur importance, champs et villages, supportent le même poids, toujours
croissant, de taxes ou d’impôts. Le Protectorat, convaincu que cette politique, convient au pays l’appliqu avec toute
son énergie, et comme leur avancement est au prix de la stricte application de cette politique, les mandarins ne se
font point répéter les ordres, et, sans hésitation, pressurent le peuple jusqu’à la moelle et jusqu’au sang.
A ne regarder que les sommes ainsi obtenues, le résultat semble assez brillant; mais, en vérité, si vous voulez
pécher dans un étang et y prendre longtemps du poisson, commenceresvous par le mettre à see? Certes un des calculateurs habiles du service financier pourra aisément déterminer le chiffre des exportations d’une province. évaluer la somme des divers besoins matériels de ses habitants. et en déduirc la quotité d’impôt qui revient en moyenne
à chacun. Mais ces estimations de la situation économique du pays seront toujours approximatives, car jamais il ne
pourra faire le compte ni des sommes formidables englouties par les exactions des mandarins, ni du gaspillage de la
main-d’œuvre corvéable, ni des dommages causés par les calamités nalurelles, ni ce que nous coûtent le
vagabondage d’une partie de Ia population et les vols trop fréquents. Voilà cependant les véritables maux, dont le
fardeau écrase de plus en plus notre pays.
Considérons un instant, par exemple, les abus auxquels donne lieu la corvée. Vous saves que chaque inserit
dolt, outre la capitation, quatorze jours de corvée qui sont tons rachetables. Cet impôt ne devrait donc pas, en
principe, peser bien lourdement sur le people. En fait, vous n’imaginez pas quel cortège de troubles et de misères
l’accompagne dans les villages. Par leurs allées et venues continuelles, tout le long de l’année, les corvéables sont
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une cause permanente de désordre. De plus, les mandarins ne se font pas faute, à cette occasion, de multiplier
leurs concussions. Tantôt ils réquisitionnent un homme qui a déjà acquitté sa corvée; tantôt, moyennant finances,
ils en exemptent un autre. C’est continuellement le régime du bon plaisir. Alors que les mandarins devraient donner au pouple le salaire de son travail, c’est le peuple, au coniraire, qui est contraint d’acheter aux mandarins
l’honneur de travailler pour eux. Etonnez-vous, après cela, de voir s’accumuler les ruines et les faillites. D’autre
part, si vous tenez compte de tout ce que gaspille la tourbe des satellites, chefs de cantons et de villages, vous verrez que c’est à peine si le dixième des sommes ver-sées par le peuple épuisé pour le rachat des corvées parvient à
sa vraie destination. Songez à tout cela, si vous voules comprendre la désorganisation progressive de nos villages.
Ainsi donc, à l’heure actuelle, le peuple annamite, semblable à un troupeau de bêtes trop pcsamment chargées, à
la merci du premier mandarin venu, assommé de vexations, n’a plus la force de se plaindre. Il se traine vers la
mort, inconscient, presque sans regret. Placé entre la peur du fonctionnaire français et le bon plaisir avec lequel
le traitent les autorités indigènes, il se résigne à tout supporter: au besoin d’ailleurs, ou lui inspire cette résignation à coups de bambou ci de fouet. Aussi je crains fort que le jour ou la pauvreté sera le lot de tous et où la mis ère actuelle se sera encore accrue, le peuple n’ait plus qu’à choisir entre deux moyens d’existence: la mendi-cité
pour les pusillanimes, at le brigandage pour les gcns de cœur.
J’ai peur aussi de voir dans quelques années nos villages se vider, et le linceul de la mort tomber sur nous. Ceax
qui ne mourront pas de faim dans leur maison, mourront, vagabonds, sur la route ou dons les cachots des mandarins. Les champs ne seront plus labourés; laute de corvéables, les corvées ne seront plus exécutées, et les impôts
ne rentreront plus, par suite de la disparition des contribuables.
Que gagnerez-vous d’ailleurs à laisser les autorités indigènes ronger jusqu’à la moelle, comme une vermine, ce
peuple qu’elles réduisent peu à peu à l’état des Peaux-Rouges d’Amérique? Rappelez-vous que c’est pour avoir
répandu la fleur rouge de la Liberté par toute la terre que Napoléon Premier de France, envoyé de Dieu, vivra
éternellement dans la mémoire des nations; et d’autre part n’est-ce point dans votre France—comme je me le suis
laissé dire—que les femmes et les enfants du peuple se plaisent à répéter le précepte: «Aimez-vous les uns les
autres; faites du bien à vos ennemis»? Or, voici maintenant qu’un des plus vieux pays d’Asie a été frappé d’une
misère et d’une decadence sans précédent, du jour où vous y avez planté votre drapeau. Cela ne vous inquiéte-t-il
pas quelque peu et votre amour-propre n’en est-il point blessé? A mon avis vous devriez avant tout vous préoc-cu per de porter remède à cette situation, en travaillant à notre relèvement. Il y va de l’honneur de votre nation.
Les abus du mandarinat indigène, le fardeau des impôts, la misère du peuple ont dépassé toute mesure et les autorités françaises elles-mêmes semblent le reconnaître, mais un peu tard. On a fait grand bruit récemment autour
d’un programme nouveau d’adininistration coloniale indigène. On a parlé de suivre une politique d’association et
de conquérir l’affection du peuple annamite. Je me suis fait lire dons les journaux français locaux le discours qu’a
prononcé le Gouvérneur général au Conseil de perfectionnement dr l’Enseignement indigène. Il s’y est assigné
comme double tâche immédiate, à la fois de traiter plus libéralement les Annamites et de développer leur instructtion. Il a parle aussi de la modification du Code pénal, de la suppression des vieux examens littéraires, de la multiplication des écoles et de bien d’autres réformes aussi urgentes qu’opportunes. Mais j’ai été étonné de ne trouver
dans ce discours aucune allusion aux abus criants commis par les auorités indigènes, surtout à propos de la per ception de l’impôt et de l’exécution des corvées.
Le rédacteur en chef du Courrier d’Haiphong, un Français, a écrit un grand nombre d’articles sur des questions indochinoises. Il y a signalé avec autant de justesse que de claivoyance les abus qu’entraînent le régime fis cal et le système des corvées. Mais quelle n’a pas été ma stupéfaction de le voir soutenir cette thèse que l’ad-min istration de l’Annam n’est possible que si l’on rétablit partout l’autonité des mandarins? Quelle aberration!
Comme s’il n’était pas évident déjà que les mandarins abusent du pouvoir que leur laisse l’autorité française pour
opprimer le peuple et rendre odieux le nom de la France dont ils se parent!
Il est donc tout à fait inutile despérer notre relèvement si vous ne supprimez pas tout d’abord ces abus, si vous
ne donnez pas au peuple une meilleure administration en triant soigneusement les mandarins. Actuellement, je
vous le répète, le peuple annamite est acculé à la limite de la misère, parce que les fonctionnaires qui devraient
avoir le souci de ses intérêts sont incapables d’autre chose que de transmettre des ordres ou de flatter leurs
supérieurs. Et vous voudriez encore augmenter le pouvoir de ces hommes en leur confiant le soin de réaliser les
réformes dont nous attendons le salut! Ne savez-vous donc pas que ces réformes, ils ne se décideront jamais à les
appliquer, sinon pour en battre monnaie? Les jolis tableaux ne s’accrochent point à des murs décrépits, et ce n’est
pas davantage sur une table malpropre qu’on étale des bijoux précieux. Si c’est en maintenant l’état des choses
actuel que vous songez à traiter libéralement les Annamites, à développer leur instruction, vous risquez qu’on
vous reproche de les traiter comme des enfants dont on apaise les pleurs avec un jouet, ou comme des affamés
auxquels on offrirait à manger un lingot d’or.
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J’en arrive à croire que la politique du Protectorat est basée sur la crainte que le peuple annamite ne nournisse
do noirs desseins et ne songe à se révolter. C’est pourquoi l’on se sert des mandarins pour . le surveiller très
étroitement, et l’on a recours pour le comprimer aux lois les plus dures du code indigène.
Mais tout cela est bien inutile on plutôt n’aboutit qu’à augmenter les pires abus des autorités indigènes et à retarder le progrès de notre pays. En effet, si l’on peut croire tout naturellement qu’un peuple européen a l’amour de
l’indépendance et se révolte quand il est esclave, il est ridicule de prêter de tels sentiments à des Annamites. Autant
vaudrait supposer à un paralytique la force de sauter un mur pour piller une maison, ou à un enfant de trois ans,
celle d’être incendiaire ou meurtrier. l)epuis fort longlemps déjà, le nivenu de l’instruction reste peu élevé chez les
Annamites. Ils ont le sentiment de leur dignité aussi peu développé que leur intelligence. Ils ne peuvent, vivre ensemble sans se traiter en ennernis. Les membres d’une même famille se déchirent les uns les autres et l’on trouve
même des frères divisés par des haines mortelles. Eût-elle le ferme dessein de se révolter, la nation manquerait
donc de point d’appui, d’armes et de finances.
Admettons un instant que le Protectorat accorde à une partie de la nation l’administration directe de telle ou telle
province et qu’il lui fournisse, à cet effet, des fusils et des canons. Presque aussitôt les luttes intestines reprendraient de plus belle, les coups de feu se multiplieraient, le brigandage deviendrait général, et l’on arriverait bien vite à
l’extinction totale de la race, tant il est vrai que nous sommes incapables de garder notre indèpendance à nous seuls
dans le monde moderne, et à plus forte raison encore, de nous mesurer avec une autre nation.
Il est done bien établi qu’actuellement le peuple annamite n’est capable d’aucun mouvement sérieux de révolte,
el que, par suite, il n’y a pas lieu de s’en préoccuper pour l’instant. Certes je ne vais jusqu’à dire que l’Annamite
d’aujourd’hui aime le Protectorat de tout son cœur, et qu’il mourrait volontiers pour lui, car les exactions des autorités indigènes, qui depuis si longtemps l’oppriment, n’ont fait qu’accroître son mécontentement. Ecrasé par des
impôts toujours plus lourds, victirne d’inondations, de sécheresses et de famines trop fréquentes, arculé à la misère,
il commence à murmurer tout haut. Le malaise est général dans tout le pays et il s’en faute de peu que l’opposition
ouverte ne commence contre les autorités.
Il est à peu près certain que si, en cas de guerre de la France avec une puisance étrangèr, la fortune ne se prononçait pas tout de suite en votre faveur, la masse du peuple en profiterait pour se livrer à des troubles. L’écume de
la population monterait à la surface. Ce serait le pillage organisé. Ceux qui se sentiraient les plus forts ne craindraient pas d’ailer jusqu’à l’ass ssinat pour assouvir leurs haines privées. Quant aux autorités indigènes et aux
classes supérieures de la population, elles n’attendraient que le moment où le sort des armes serait décidé pour
prendre parti. Et si vous étiez battus, vous les verriez lutter de vitesse pour ramper devant le vainqueur. Que leur
importerait de rester eselaves? un simple changement de maitre suffirait à leur bonheur. Voilà le fond de l’âme annamite à l’heure actuelle. C’est pourquoi, si les Annamites étaient appelés un jour à s’acquitter de leur dette la plus
sacrée, je veux dire à prendre les armes pour la défense de leurs protecteurs et de leur pays contre un ennemi du dehors, les défections, j’en ai bien peur, seraient nombreuses.
Cependant, je le répète, ce sentiment a sa source unique dans les trop grandes souffrances du peuple et dans la
politique trop oppressive des autorités indigènes. C’est cela seulement qui pousse la nation vers les résolutions dés espérées; mais ne croyez pas qu’elle se jetterait tout entière, et le cœur léger, dans une aventure aussi périlleuse. Je
suis persuadé, au contraire, que si le Protectorat voulait sincèrement orienter dans une autre direction sa politique
indigène; s’il se décidait à choisir parmi nous des hommes compétents auxquels il donnerait une parcelle de pouvoir et surtout du prestige, qu’il investirait de sa confiance, en les admettant dans ses Conseils avec voix con-sultative pout' aviser avec eux aux moyens de supprimer les abus actuels et de relever, en particulier, la condition misérable du pays; s’il voulait reconnaître à nos notables et à nos lettrés le droit d’exprimer tout haut leur opinion; s’il
multipliait la publication de journaux indigènes pour éclairer le peuple; s’il codifiait notre législation pour mettre
fin à l’arbitraire des mandarins; s’il se décidait à abolir les examens surannés, à établir partout des écoles et des bibliothèques, à augmenter le nombre des instituteurs et des professeurs, à ouvrir aux Annamites l’enseigne-ment du
commerce, de l’industrie et des sciences exactes, à régulariser la perception de impôt; si; en un mot, le Protectorat
voulait graduellement travailler à notre relèvement et à nous assurer les bienfaits de la tranquillité, cette sollici tude trouverait un écho joyeux dans l’affection du peuple, et désormais la seule crainte des Annamites serait de
voir la France abandonner l’Annam à ses propres moyens. Malheureusement la décadence actuelle de ce pays et
l’ignorance de ce peuple sont sans exemple dans le reste de l’Europe ou de l’Asie.
Nous avons l’habitude, ici-bas, de considérer, comme un père celui qui nous protège, comme une mère celle qui
nous entoure de tendres soins, et nous donnons toute notre confiance à celui qui nous enseigne et nous élève, et qui,
par cela même, nous permet de prolonger notre vie sur cette terre où la lutte pour l’existence met les hommes aux
prises les uns avec les autres. Or, nous ne manquons pas de voisins, à l’Est, à l’Ouest, au Sud ou au Nord, sur
lesquels nous pourrions au besoin nous appuyer; mais quand on choisit un appui, n’est-il point de la plus élémentaire prudence d’examiner quels profits matériels ou moraux (ou inversement quelle honte) il nous apportera?
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Quelque séculaire quo puisse être sa stupidité, l’Annarnite ne consentira pas volontiers, croyez-le bien, à courir de
tels risques. Il n’exposera pas à la légère ce sang qui a pourtant a subi tant de mélanges et de souillures, ni ce corps
qui a résisté aux mouches, aux renards et aux loups de tant de champs de bataille, pour changer simplement de
maître ou pour obtenir une indépendance qu’il n’a jarnais connue. Mais il dépendra uniquement de la politique future qu'adoptera le Protectorat de l’empêcher de recourir aux résolutions désespérées.
C’est le cœur rempli d’angoisse et parce que je n’ai personne à qui je puisse parler librement, que je me suis
décidé à prendre le pinceau pour vous exposer très franchement mon sentiment. Si le gouvernement français a
réellement à cœur de traiter plus libéralement les Annamites, il ne pourra qu’approuver mon initiative et adopter
mes conseils. Il m’invitera à venir moi-même devant ses représentants pour rn’expliquer à l’aise. Et ce jour-là je
lui ouvrirai tout mon cœur. Je lui montrerai ce dont nous souffrons et ce qui nous manque. Et je me plais à espérer
que ce sera alors le réveil, la résurrection de notre nation. Ce serait le bonheur de notre pays et ma plus ardente
ambition. Mais si, au contraire, vous continuez à n’avoir d’autre politique que de laisser opprimer notre race; et, si
malgré tout, les Annamites s’y résignent sans révolte de haine, alors je vous demande de m’accuser de calomnies
et de mensonges, de me placer entre la cangue, les chaines, et le chaudron d’huile bouillante, et de me montrer en
cet état à tous les hommes intelligents de l’Annam, comme exemple pour les inviter désormais au silence et leur
faire voir le danger d’imiter ma témérité et mon imposture. Ce sera la pire des calamités pour mon pays, mais je
ne protesterai plus; et, sans murmure, je subirai la condamnation qu’il plaira à l’autorité française de m’infliger.
278.161 The Can Vuong Edict\fn{by Emperor Ham Nghi aka Nguyen Phuc Ung Lich (1872-1943)} Hue, Thura Thien-Hue
Province, Vietnam (M) 1
THE EMPEROR PROCLAIMS
From time immemorial there have been only three strategies for opposing the enemy: attack, defense, negotiation.
Opportunities for attack were lacking. It was difficult to gather required strength for defense. And in negotiations the enemy demanded everything.
In this situation of infinite trouble we have unwillingly been forced to resort to expedients. Was this not the example set by King Tai in leaving for the mountains of Ch’i and by Hsuan-tsung when fleeing to Shu?\fn{ King Tai
refers to Chou T’ai-wang, who left his country under barbarian threat, and yet saw his whole people follow after him as a measure of their
respect for his qualities as a ruler. T’ang Hsuan-tsung fled during An Lu-shan’s uprising }

Our country recently has faced many critical events. We came to the throne very young, but have been greatly
concerned with self-strengthening and sovereign government.
Nevertheless, with every passing day the Western envoys got more and more overbearing. Recently they
brought in troops and naval reinforcements, trying to force on Us conditions We could never accept.
We received them with normal ceremony, but they refused to accept a single thing.
People in the capital became very afraid that trouble was approaching. The high ministers sought ways to
retain peace in the country and protect the court.
It was decided, rather than bow heads in obedience, sitting around and losing chances, better to appreciate
what the enemy was up to and move first. If this\fn{ A surprise attack against the French garrison, July 4, 1885 } did not
succeed, then we could still follow the present course to make better plans, acting according to the situation.
Surely all those who share care and worry for events in our country already understand, having also gnashed
their teeth, made their hair stand on end, swearing to wipe out every last bandit. Is there anyone not moved by
such feelings? Are there not plenty of people who will use lance as pillow,\fn{ A literary allusion to Liu Chu of Chin, who
rested on his lance and at dawn awoke to fight the enemy and save his country } thump their oars against the side,\fn{ A reference
to Su Ti of Chin, who waited until his forces were in midstream to beat his oars and cry out: “If I don’t destroy those bandits, I shall never
recross this river!”} grab the enemy’s spears,\fn{ Either an allusion to a Tang general, who three times in a row grabbed his
opponent’s weapon; or to the Vietnamese General Tran Quang Khai, who in a poem mentioned his grasping of Mongol spears } or heave
around water jugs?\fn{A reference to Tiao Kan of Chin, who hardened himself for combat by lugging water jugs out of his home in
the morning and back at night}

Court figures had best follow the righteous path, seeking to live and die for righteousness. Were not Ku Yuan
and Chao Tsui of Chin, Kuo Tzu-i and Li Kuang-pi of Tang, men who lived by it in antiquity?\fn{ The former two
helped Ch’ung Erh, son of Duke Hsien of Chin, to regain his throne in the 7 th century AD; the later two helped defeat the Turfans in 763
AD so that the Tang emperor could return the next year to his capital }
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Our virtue being insufficient, amidst these events We did not have the strength to hold out and allowed the
royal capital to fall, forcing the Empresses\fn{ The emperor’s mother and wife} to flee for their lives. The fault is Ours
entirely, a matter of great shame.
But traditional loyalties are strong. Hundreds of mandarins and commanders of all levels, perhaps not having
the heart to abandon Me, unite as never before, those with intellect helping to plan, those with strength willing to
fight, those with riches contributing for supplies—all of one mind and body in seeking a way out of danger, a
solution to all difficulties.
With luck, Heaven will also treat man with kindness, turning chaos into order, danger into peace, and helping
thus to restore our land and our frontiers.
Is not this opportunity fortunate for our country, meaning fortunate for the people, since all who worry and
work together will certainly reach peace and happiness together?
On the other hand, those who fear death more than they love their king, who put concerns of household above
concerns of country, mandarins who find excuses to be far away, soldiers who desert, citizens who do not fulfill
public duties eagerly for a righteous cause, officers who take the easy way and leave brightness for darkness—all
may continue to live in this world, but they will be like animals disguised in clothes and hats.
Who can accept such behavior? With rewards generous, punishments will also be severe.
The court retains normal usages, so that repentance should not be postponed.
All should follow this Edict strictly.\fn{The original was in Chinese; it was promulgated on July 13, 1885}
158.54 Lettre Aux Compatriotes du Nghe Tinh a l’Ocassion de la Fondation du Viet Nam Quang Phuc Hoi
(Ligue Pour la Reconquête de l’Indépendance du Viet Nam)\fn{by Tran Huu Luc (1877-1916)} Nghi Loc District,
Nghe An Province, Vietnam (M) 1
Hélas!
Nos monts et nos fleuves sont semblables au brocart, mais leur carte a changé de couleurs. Descendants des
Hong Lac,\fn{ Dynastic des Hong Bang: Les rois Hung des tribus Lac Viet ont fondé le Viet Nam.} nous sommes devenus les
buffles et les chevaux de l’ennemi! Rescapés du billot et de la hache, nous ne faisons plus que languir devant le
spectacle tragique de la Patrie asservie, tandis que gémissent de douleur nos compatriotes; notre cœur se refroidit,
nous sombrons dans l’inconscience, avalons humblement notre honte, sans peine aucune … Comment dès lors
nous présenter fièreinent comme des hommes de la terre vietnamienne, nous pavaner de notre hauteur d’homrnes
sans être la risée des peuples?
Voilà plus de cinq décennies que notre pays est asservi et nos combattants se sont succédé sans relâche, pour
œuvrer au salut national, ceux qui arrivent remplaçant ceux qui sont tombés. Le célèbre lettré Phan Boi Chau
notre cornpatriote, le premier à se mettre en route, a lancé bien haut son appel pour réveiller l’âme de la Patrie
voguant vers l’Est, il gagne le Japon où il sollicite l’aide des milieux gouvernementaux … Puis, des jeunes gens,
chaque jour plus nombreux, quittent le pays pour aller étudier à l’étranger. Déjà ils ont acquis bon nombre de
connaissances dans différents domaines: militaire, industriel, politi que, diplomatique. Les hommes de talent ne
manquent pas, nos ailes ont déjà suffisamment de plumes; l’avenir s’ouvre radieux pour la Patrie. De plus, nos
voisins du Nord et de l’Est nous sont étroitement liés. Nos liens sont les mêmes que ceux qui unissent les lèvres
aux dents, et les sentiments qui nous attachent sont profonds. Si un jour l’insurrection pour la grande cause éclate
dans notre pays, notre situation diplomatique dans l’arène internationale en sera grandement facilitée. Néanmoins,
lever des armées et engager la guerre est une tâche énorme et coûteuse et nous manquons d’argent. À peine une
famille sur cent offre sa fortune à la cause nationale, quant aux militants pleins d’ardeur, neuf sur dix d’entre eux
vivent dans la misère. Si jusqu’à présent, l’armée révolutionnaire n’a pu encore voir le jour, c’est pour cette
raison. Le mouvement révolutionnaire, à l’heure actuelle, s’étend partout du Sud au Nord. Seul notre NghêTinh\fn{Hoan Zien: ancien nom du Nghe-Tinh (provinces de Nghe An et de Ha Tinh). } ne bouge pas. Comment ne pas mourir
de honte? De tous temps, notre terre du Mont Hông et Fleuve Lam\fn{ Hoan Zien: ancien nom du Nghe-Tinh (provinces de
Nghe An et de Ha Tinh). } a toujours donné naissance à des hommes et des femmes qui ont œuvré au salut national ou
apaisé les troubles … Où est donc le Hoan Zien,\fn{ Hoan Zien: ancien nom du Nghe-Tinh (provinces de Nghe An et de Ha
Tinh).} terre réputée héroique, “toute prête à fournir cent mille combattants”?\fn{ Tiré d’un vers du Roi Trân Nân Tông
(1258-1308) qui a résisté avec son peuple à deux invasions mongoles. } Serait-ce parce qu’après la terreur de l’année
Thân,\fn{1908.—Après la lutte contre les impôts en 1908, l’administration coloniale a sévi durement contre les lettrés Patriotes. } les
camarades ont taus été dispersés? Seraient-ils tous à Paulo Condore au paysage désolé, abandonnant la contrée de
Ngu Hai à l’assaut des vagues furieuses …? En estil donc fini de cette terre sacrée, fertile en héros, de notre pays?
Hélas! L’heure est arrivée, la conjoncture nous presse. Vent d’Europe et plute d’Amérique blessent les yeux et
meurtrissent le cœur. Les tambours du Viet\fn{ Le drapeau da Viet Nam Quang Phuc Hoi a 5 étoiles. Elle a flotté 7 jours sur le
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chef-lieu de Thai Nguyen en 1917.}

et les cloches du Dien emplissent le ciel, bouleversent la terre. Il s’agit dans
l’immédiat d’assurer la liaison et l’unité de vues du Sud au Nord, l’information de l’intérieur à l’extérieur du
pays. Que la propagande révolutionnaire se fasse dans le secret absolu, que partout elle trouve rapidement écho!
Pas de suspicion, pas de contrainte, qu’on s’aime les uns les autres, qu’on serre les rangs, que toutes les bouches à
l’unisson crient à l’abordage! Et bientôt, le drapeau à cinq étoiles\fn{ Le drapeau du Viet Nam Quang Phuc Hoi a 5 étoiles.
Elle a flotté 7 jours sur le chef-lieu de Thai Nguyen en 1917. } du Viet Nam flottera sur notre capitale.
158.57 Excerpt from Vous Pouvez Tous Crever\fn{by Pham Duy Ton (1883-1924)} Phuong Vu Village, Ha Tay
Province, Vietnam (M) 3
Bientôt une heure du matin—il continue de pleuvoir à torrents. Les eaux du Fleuve Rouge s’enflent
démesurément. Le tronçon de digue du village appartenant au réseau de la préfecture, semble bien mal tenir le
coup; déjà l’cau s’est infiltrée en certains endroits, il y a des chances qu’il cède.
Depuis l’après-midi, la corvée—des centaines, des milliers d’hommes—s’exténue à le préserver à grand
renfort de pelles, de pioches, de fascines et de gabions—remblayant par ici, étayant par là, barbotant partout dans
la gadoue jusqu’au-dessus des genoux et taus ruisselant comme rats d’égoût. Misère et désolation!
Le tamtam bat la chamade, la corne hulule sans répit, les gens se hèlent pour s’encourager, mais il semble bien
que tout le monde soit à bout de souffle. Mais la pluie n’en continue pas moins à tomber à pleins seaux et du
fleuve, l’eau monte à gros bouillons. Les forces humaines tiennent malaisément devant les puissances célestes,
hélas! La digue n’est pas de taille à lutter contre les eaux déchaîneés. Ce tronçon de digue va lâcher!
Voilà comment les fils du peuple, crottés des pieds à la tête, bourrés de crainte et d’angoisse, luttent de toutes
leurs faibles forces contre l’averse et les crues afin de préserver leurs pauvres vies et leurs maigres biens—mais,
pendant ce temps, où se trouve-t-il donc, le mandarin “père-et-mère dudit peuple”?
Si fait! il est là-bas, dans le temple-maison communale, à quatre ou cinq cents mètres de là. L’édifice est luimême sis sur la digue, mais solidement bâti sur un endroit élevé qui ne risquerait rien, même si les crues étaient
plus fortes.
L’intérieur est plus clair que le jour. Laquais, miliciens, domestiques et serveurs circulent affairés. Sur le lit
d’apparat qu’on vient d’installer dans la pièce centrale, trône seul, le mandarin “père-et-mère du peuple” dans sa
majestueu.se splendeur. Le bras gauche reposant sur l’oreiller-d’appui en cuir souple plié en accordéon, la jambe
droite est étendue de façon qu’un domestique agenouillé sur le sol puisse la gratter. Un milicien, debout à ses
côtés, un éventail de plumes à la main, lui rafraîchit l’air par petits coups. Un autre, debout, les bras
respectueusement croisés, monte la garde pour le service de la pipe. Sur la gauche de Sa Seigneurie, reposant dans
un plateau de bois précieux incruste de nacré, un bol de bouillon aux nids d’hirondelles, cuit au bain-marie avec
des concrétions de sucre, répand des volutes de vapeur odorante. La boite d’écaille de tortue rectangulaire est
ouverte, laissant voir en son milieu des casiers d’argent respectivement remplis de feuilles de bétel doré, de noix
d’arec bien à point, de bouts d’écorce aromatique mauve, et sur les côtés voici le tube d’argent ouvragé pour la
chaux éteinte,\fn{Tous les ingrédients cités servent à la chique de bêtel. } la montre en or, le couteau à manche d’ivoire,
voilà le cure-oreille, la blague à tabac, le porte-plume, le long cure-dent de bambou à grosse extrémité taillée en
houppette—quel beau spectacle pour les yeux! Autour du lit d’apparat, quatre chaises de rotin: en commençant
par la droite, on y trouve successivement le greffier, le milicien en chef, le greffier-adjoint, enfin à gauche, tout
contre Sa Seigneurie, le chef de canton du lieu même, requis pour faire le cinquième au service mandarinal du jeu
de cartes.
Dehors, mugissent vent et pluie, et s’agite la corvée, mais à l’intérieur, tout est silence et gravité: hormis Sa
Seigneurie le mandarin “père-et-mère du peuple”, personne n’ose élever la voix. Alors que la population tout
entière lutte, souillée de boue, trempée de sueur, arrosée de pluie, tels des asticots fourmillant sur la digue, ici tout
est magnificence et prélassement: Sa Seigneurie trônant en haut, les gens de sa maison assis plus bas, laquais et
miliciens debout les bras croisés, bien alignés, déférents, solennels, rituels, protocolaires, hiératiques, tels les
génies d’une cour céleste. De temps à autre, l’on entend un ordre bref de Sa Seigneurie patrimaternelle: “Eh toi, la
pipe!”, la réponse du milicien préposé: “A vos ordres!”, la voix du greffier: “Avec votre permission, je prélève
une carte du sabot” …, la proclamation attendue du grand mandarin: “gagné!”. L’un annonce: “huit de
sach’\fn{Nom d’une carte spéciale du jeu.} … je prends!”; l’autre: “sept de: van’\fn{Nom d’une carte spéciale du jeu.} …
brelan!”, sur un rythme tantôt rapide, tantôt détendu, jamais pressant, toujours en douceur, ponctué çà et là de rires
et de voix, tout plaisants, tout enjoués. Quelle dévotion, quelle déférence, dignes d’une étoile salvatrice envoyée
des cieux!
Voilà comment, en ce moment, Sa Seigneurie le mandarin patrimaternel entouré de sa maison au grand
complet, jouit d’une partie du noble jeu de to tom\fn{ (nid de crevettes): Jeu de 120 cartes pour cinq personnes. } dans le
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temple-maison communale. Que la donne soit en train, que la partie soit inachevée, le ciel peut crouler et la terre
se dérober, la digue peut lâcher et le peuple s’en aller à vau-l’eau, peu lui importe.
Hélas! ces cent-vingt cartes rouges et noires, de quelle magie sont-elles donc douées pour ainsi envoûter Sa
Seigneurie? …Voyez, la digue peut se rompre, mais le niveau de l’eau, aussi dangereusement élevé soit-il, est
bien moins préoccupant que celu.i du jeu. Debout sur la digue, entre l’eau qui descend et l’eau qui monte, à
diriger les planteurs d’étais, les porteurs de terre, toute une fourmilière de terrassiers, fi donc! mieux vaut rester
assis dans le temple avec toute une cour empressée, qui à distribuer la donne, qui à prélever au sabot, ah que de
plaisir tant et plus!
Hélas, à voir la façon sereine dont siège Sa Seigneurie flanquée de laquais solennels et de miliciens empressés,
qui donc pourrait prétendre que tout près de là, line catastrophe va s’abattre, génératrice de tant de désolation et de
misère qu’il faudrait avoir un cœur d’hyène et des entrailles de chacal pour ne pas se sentir bouleversé de douleur,
jusqu’au tréfonds de son être et de compassion pour des compatriotes, gens de même sang que nous …
Et allez donc! peuple ou pas, qu’importe? Une carte bonne à prendre, aurait-on le cœur à la laisser passer? Sa
Seigneurie jette et prend, sa suite opine et acquiesce. Quelle joie, quel bonheur! Et quand gagnant haut la main,
elle étale ses cartes, qui done pourrait se priver de l’en complimenter en claquant de la langue? Un coup d’une
haute volée, qui plane bien au-dessus des dizaines de digues rompues et des centaines d’hectares inondés. O ciel
ignare, qui n’y comprend goutte!
Sa Seigneurie gagne à tout coup. Du suivant à jouer jusqu’au dernier du tour, c’est à chacun d’étaler ses cartes
en se bousculant afin qu’elle constate et apprécie : “Voilà, on a une paire, mais on n’a pas osé user de sa priorité
pour faire un brelan sous le nez de Sa Seigneurie”. Pas étonnant qu’elle gagne coup sur coup. Que Sa Seigneurie
gagne seule, et le bonheur est pour tous!
Lors, Sa Seigneurie a déjà une main “en attente”. Elle vient de terminer son bol de nid d’hirondelles et se
prélasse, se caresse la barbe; et imprime à sa cuisse un petit mouvement rythmique, les yeux fixés sur le sabot
quand, du lointain, monte une clameur à faire trembler la terre et résonner le ciel. Chacun de sursauter—seule, Sa
Seigneurie demeure imperturbable, guettant ce sabot, tout prêt a étaler sa main gagnante aussitôt que quelqu’un y
aurait puisé pour en sortir la carte qui lui manque. Car Elle va réussir là un jeu du tonnerre!
Quelqu’un susurre:
“Mes respects … peut-être la digue a-t-elle craqué?”
Sa Seigneurie fait la grimace, et jette:
“Hé, qu’on la laisse!”
Puis de recomposer sa main, de redisposer son oreiller-appui; d’incliner le buste pour lancer au greffier:
“Alors, on prend ou pas, on puise au sabot que diable!”
Et le greffier bien dressé de répondre aussitôt:
“A vas ordres, je puise!”
Juste à ce moment, l’humaine clameur se fait assourdissante et s’enfle plus encore. Et, comme bruit de fond,
un ruissellement de cataracte, et des cris d’animaux jaillissant de partout, poules, chiens, buffles et bœufs …
Alors seulement, dans le temple-maison communale, tous se sentent bouleversés d’effroi et ne tiennent plus en
place, Sa Seigneurie exceptée. Soudain, un paysan, les hardes ruisselantes, le corps barbouillé de boue des pieds à
la tête, entre en trombe, affolé, haletant:
“Mes respects … Sa Seigneurie … la digue s’est rompue!”
“La digue est rompue! … la digue est rompue! tonne le seigneur. Eh bien, je m’en vais vous montrer, moi!
compris? … Holà, la milice! Comment, vous avez osé laisser ce manant foncer céans de la sorte? Alors, il n’y a
plus de règlements.”
“Avos ordres … mes respects …”
“Qu’on le prenne par la peau du cou et qu’on le sorte d’ici immédiatement! Exécution!”
Se retournant vers le greffier:
“Quelle carte avez-vous sortie?”
“A vos ordres … mes respects, je n’ai pas encore puisé … ”
“Mais allez-y donc! Qu’est ce que vous attendez?”
Avançant une main tremblante, le greffier retire une carte du sabot, la retourne et annonce:
“Chi Chi!”\fn{Nom d’une carte spéciale du jeu.}
Sa Seigneurie frappe de la main sur le lit d’apparat en s’écriant:
“Le voilà! comme il se doit, et alors!”
Et d’étaler aussitôt sa main, riant et parlant tout a la fois:
“Gagné! Deux fois de suite par le chi chi! Le grand jeu, quai! Holà, la pipe!
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Et voilà, pendant que Sa Seigneurie gagne aussi pharamineusement, alentour dans toute la région, l’eau déferle
et tourbillonne, emporte les maisons, inonde les rizières, laissant les vivants sans foyer, les morts sans sépulture,
ombres égarées errant à fleur d’eau, spectacle d’une désolation indicible, qu’aucune plume jamais ne saurait
décrire.
158.71 Excerpt from La Pasteque\fn{by Nguyen Trong Thuat (1883-1940)} Hai Duong, Hai Duong Province, Vietnam
(M) 3
… Un jour An Tiem vit sa fillette jouer avec de petites plantes qu’il ne connaissait pas. Il en prit une pour
l’examiner et s’aperçut qu’elie ressemblait à un plant de courge fraichement éclos. Il demanda è sa fllle de les lui
donner toutes. Chaque germe possédait une racine et deux épaisses feuilles rondes entre lesquelles pointait un
bourgeon. Il demanda à Mai Lam:
“Ma fille, d’où viennent ces plantes?”
Mai Lam désigna le pré devant l’entrée de la gI'otte.
“Je les ai arrachées là-bas, papa, répondit-elle, pour consoler mon frère qui pleurait.”
An Tiem s’empressa d’aller voir sur place, en compagnie de Dame Ba, sa femme. A l’endroit indiqué, il trouva
parmi l’herbe une quantité de germes frais éclos. Il ramassa les cosses tombées des graines, les appliqua l’une
contre l’autre, constata que celles-ci étaient plus grandes, plus charnues et plus noires que les graines de courge.
Les époux les examinèrent attentivement et en trouvèrent de nombreuses autres tout aussi noires. An Tiem
hasarda:
“Ces plantes-là doivent étre du même genre que les courges ou les aubergines, seulement les graines en sont
noires, si bien qu’on devine mal comment se présente le fruit. Voyons s’il en pousse aussi ailleurs.”
Les deux époux se mirent à explorer les alentours et découvrirent çà et là quelques plantes semblables. Ils
finirent par :regagner l’endroit initial mieux foumi et plus dégagé.
“Pourquoi n’y a-t-il que des petits plants, demanda Dame Ba.”
“Sans doute est-ce une plante annuelle, répondit An Tiem, qui meurt après son cycle, dont les fruits ainsi
abandonnés finissent par pourrir. Quelques graines, collées à terre, germent la saison suivante et le cycle se
reproduit sans cesse. Mais ce doit être une espèce nouvelle, car nulle part ailleurs, je n’ai vu graine de courge ou
d’aubergine aussi noire qu’un pépin de pomme cannelle. Commençons par désherber et entretenons ces plantes
pour voir le fruit qu’elles donneront. Selon la loi de la nature, la forme révèle le contenu, un trésor
magnifiquement décoré doit recéler une quantité d’objets précieux … Maintenant, je trouve que ce petit pré perdu
sur l’océan, sous le ciel immense, offre un aspect dégage à la végétation riante; il charme tous ceux qui aiment les
beaux paysages. Et voilà que parmi les arbres des forêts et l’herbe du terroir, il pousse une plante semblable aux
espèces comestibles, etrange et belle d’apparence comme il en est peu, et elle éveille tant notre curiosité, que nous
nous demandons si nous ne rêvons pas. Je vous ai déjà dit que les produits comestibles ont dû être découverts peu
à peu par les anciens. A l’avenir, il faudra chercher et essayer encore, nous sommes loin de connaître tant soit peu
tous les trésors inestimables de l’inépuisable nature. Nous vivons ici une vie nouvelle, tout manque à nos besoins
et rien ne nous est accordé sans recherche; cette chose si différente qu’il nous a été donné de trouver, nous devons
la préserver avec soin et respect, car elle nous donnera sinon un fruit à manger du moins du plaisir à la
contempler, quel mal y aurait-il à cela?”
Les deux époux se mirent donc à arracher les mauvaises herbes, puis entourérent l’endroit d’une palissade de
branches. Ils en choisirent aussi quelques plants qu’ils repiquèrent devant leur demeure afin de s’en occuper plus
commodément.
Dès lors, hormis la pêche et la cueillette, qui leur permettaient de subsister, les époux passèrent leur temps à
travailler au “Jardin de la Joie”, à s’occuper de l’espèce découverte. Armés qui d’une épée qui d’un couteau,
chacun de désherber et de creuser des trous espacés de 5 à 6 coudées, chacun recevant une plante. Jusqu’au jour
où celles-ci, toutes feuilles dehors, avant suffisamment grandi, apparurent en effet comme une espèce de courge;
les époux ravis redoublèrent de s’oins. Le soleil dardait-il dur, on fichait des branchages pour en protéger les
plantes, la pluie tombait-elle dru, on creusait des rigoles pour en évacuer l’eau. On mangeait à la va-vite, on rêvait
beaucoup en dormant, on ne pensait qu’à voir la couleur du nouveau fruit. On ne cessait de palper et de scruter
minutieusement les plantes, plus anxieux de les voir grandir qu’on n’eût fait de ses enfants. Espérant l’apparition
des feuilles, on se réjouissait si elles étaient vertes, soupirant après les boutons, débordant de joie quand les fleurs
s’épanouissaient. Prenant garde qu’aucune feuille ne s’abime, ni qu’aucune fleur ne se gâte, à se demander
comment cette variété de courge qui avait connu tant d’avatars depuis un temps immémorial à l’insu du monde
sur cette ile déserte pourrait payer en retour les peines sans nombre et la sollicitude sans faille des époux An Tiem.
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Cependant, ce fut bien grâce à ces plantes que ce couple connut pendant quelques mois une de ses joies les
plus pures. Quand ils regardaient vers le haut, ce n’était qu’un fouillis de blocs erratiques, qu’un foisonnement de
pins bruissants, d’arbres touffus sans chants d’oiseaux, de fleurs frissonnantes sans danses de papillons, nulle part
âme qui vive. Alors la nostalgie de l’ancien foyer se rallumait en leur cœur. Mais quand debout devant la grotte,
ils tournaient leurs regards vers le bas de l’enclos, ce n’était que des rangées d’un vert tendre de nuage cotonneux,
des feuilles frémissant au vent et dansant de joie pour vous accueillir, des fleurs épanouies riant du plaisir de vous
recevoir. Et c’était déjà une grande consolation … à défaut de satisfaction plus matérielle.
Quand de la fleur fanée le fruit prit corps, les époux comptèrent les nuits et les jours, impatients de voir arriver
l’époque ou le fruit mûr montrerait enfin sa forme.
Un jour, pour être trop longtemps demeurée au soleil dans les champs, Dame Ba prise de fièvre et de maux de
tête dut s’aliter. An Tiem perdit deux longues journées à tourner en rond pour trouver de quoi soigner sa femme,
mais en vain. Il s’inquiétait tout autant de la santé de sa compagne que de son travail dans l’enclos aux courges.
Le matin du jour suivant, tout un concert de croassements de corbeaux se fit entendre du côté du “Jardin de la
Joie”.
“Jamais corbeau n’a croassé de jour, dit An Tiem à sa femme. Ce matin on dirait qu’ils ont déserté leurs nids,
reste à la maison avec les enfants, je vais faire un saut au jardin pour voir ce qui s’y passe et reviendrai a
l’instant.”
Traversant la gràve, il vit, sous les feuillages de l’enclos, le sol tout noir de corbeaux. Il se dépécha d’y entrer,
ce qui fit s’egailler les oiseaux, alla d’un tronc à l’autre pour voir ce que ceux-ci y venaient faire et tomba sur
d’énormes fruits largement becquetés ü la pulpe d’un rouge vermillon. Transporté de joie, il cueillit en hâte cinq
fruits déjà troués, s’assit à même la terre, souleva des deux mains chaque fruit pour l’examiner, le soupeser, en
mesura un pour voir, et trouva qu’il avait plus de six empans de circonfrénce dans le sens de la longueur et plus de
deux transversalement, car ces fruits sont ovales à l’instar des cham, (fruits de canari) mais énormes et noirs
d’écorce. D’un coup d’épée, il partagea un fruit et vit deux couches et quatre couleurs. L’écorce noire en surface
était ivorine a l’intérieur, la pulpe sanguinolente et marbrée avait des pépins noirs et brillants comme les dents des
belles du pays Viet. Il se dit :
“Avant que je n’arrive ici, cette variété de fruit n’était qu’offrande aux corbeaux de mer. S’ils aiment à les
consommer, ils ne peuvent selon toute probabilité être vénéneux, je m’en vais y goûter un peu pour voir”.
An Tiem en coupa une tranche, enleva la croûte extérieure, prit un morceau de pulpe, en goûta un petit
fragment qu’il trouva doux au palais et l’avala. Sa gorge en fut toute rafraichie. Alors il s’attaqua au morceau tout
entier dont il apprécia la saveur et la senteur délicates. Ayant attendu un moment, pour voir s’il n’avait aucun
malaise, il entreprit de manger la tranche entière. Et voilà qu’en pleine et étouffante chaleur, ses vêtements
trempés de sueur, fatigué, assoiffé, il se sentit soudain rafraichi, regaillardi, léger et revigoré.
An Tiem tout guilleret s’écria:
“J’ai voulu de mes seules forces lutter contre un milieu sauvage. Voici que l’Empereur du Ciel par une faveur
insigne, me vient en aide avec cette précieuse espèce naturelle …
Alors seulement, il enleva les parties déjà entamées par les corbeaux et finit le fruit. Il lui semblait que le
parfum délicat de ce fruit imprégnait tout son corps, tant il le trouvait meilleur que toutes les courges connues sur
le continent. Et même les poires de Chine aux cinq saveurs, les longanes juteuses et les letchis royaux du pays
Viet, tous ces fruits célèbres sous les cieux, n’étaient rien pour lui. Il le nomma “melon du couchant” pout l’avoir
découvert à l’ouest du “Jardin de la Joie”, puis encore “melon rouge” en raison de sa pulpe. Il l’examina une
dernière fois, puis pénétra plus avant dans le jardin, satisfait et ravi, trancha de son épée des tiges rampantes en
guise de courroies, un tronc d’arbre pour servir de palanche, chassa à coups de pierres les corbeaux de mer encore
juchés sur les arbres, et ramena ainsi une charge de fruits. A la maison, Dame Ba souffrait, la douleur lui martelait
le crâne, sa bouche était sèche et sa peau brûlante. Mai Lam massait la tête de sa mère lorsqu’elle entendit arriver
son père, riant et appelant. Elle sortit en courant et le vit avec sa palanche chargée de fruits et elle se mit aussi à
crier de joie. An Tiem entra avec les fruits pour les faire voir à sa femme et à ses enfants. Dame Ba se dressa sur
son séant. La mere et l’enfant prirent chacune un fruit entre leurs mains.
“Votre mal de tête est-il passé, demanda An Tiem.”
“Il fie fait qu’empirer, répondit sa femme.”
“Voici un médicament tout prêt, dit-il.”
Et de raconter à sa femme comment les corbeaux s’étaient attaqués aux fruits, ainsi que les merveilleuses
qualités de cette espèce dont il avait fait l’expérience, puis d’en ouvrir un, dont il prit un morceau pour que sa
femme et ses enfants fissent comme lui. Dame Ba voyant comment son mari s’en délecter, en prit elle-même et en
donna à leurs deux enfants. Après quoi, elle sentit que sa tête devenait moins pesante; lorsque son mal eut disparu,
elle ne tarit point de louanges sur la saveur du fruit prêcieux.
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“Sans votre sagesse, dit-elle à son époux, nous allions méconnaitre la faveur insigne de l’Empereur du Ciel.”
Elle avoue alors à son mari qu’elle attendait un enfant. An Tiem ravi lui dit:
“Nous avons des terres, ca outre cette précieuse variété de courge: et demain, nous aurons encore un enfant.
L’Empereur du Ciel a pensé à nous pourvoir pour durer éternellement ici!”
Le lendemain, An Tiem récolta une autre charge pour une offrande rituelle à l’Empereur du Ciel, aux génies et
aux ancêtres: à partir de ce jour, toute la famille passa ses journées au jardin, de l’aube au soir pour en chasser les
corbeaux. Vers le milieu d’une journée brûlante de soleil, comme ils dégustaient ensemble une pastèque, An Tiem
tout en se délectant, improvisa un poème en hommage au fruit:
Je t’ai rencontrée sur la mer de l’Est,
Je t’aime pour ton cœur frais et tendre.
Tu souris de tes dents d’ébène,
Tu rafraichis par les temps les plus chauds.
Ivre d’amour, je te prends entre mes bras et te soulève,
Que la nature soit témoin de notre rencontre d’aujourd’hui.

Dame Ba écoutant le poème où son mari, comparant le fruit à une belle, chantait leur rencontre prédestinée et
leur amour vibrant, ne put s’empêcher de rougir, et taus deux se mirent à rire, projetant des morceaux de pulpe
dont leurs bouches étaient pleines. Emportée par un même élan, Dame Ba composa sur le champ un poème en
réponse:
Grâce au ciel mon Destin s’accomplit,
Il était utile d’user de la poudre et des fards.
L’un à l’autre voués, voici que nous nous rencontrons,
Protégez-moi de la pluie et du soleil.
Quand vous repartirez dans votre pays,
Attendez-moi, que je rentre avec vous.

Les époux de nouveau éclatèrent de rire.
“Bien sur qu’on rentrera! dit An Tiem.
Ils convinrent d’un autre nom “Viet Nga qua” (Melon de la belle fille du pays Viet) pour le fruit.
“Par le denier vers de votre poème, déclara An Tiem, il est dit que nous ramènerons au pays de nos ancêtres
notre fille aux joues roses et aux dents d’ébène des mers du Sud, c’est vraiment un vers prophétique que l’esprit
sacré vous a mis dans la bouche.
Bientôt, les feuilles jaunirent et les tiges se flétrirent, taus les fruits furent récoltés, les époux en choisirent
quelques-uns de couleur vert sombre qu’ils déposèrent là près de leur natte afin de réjouir leurs yeux, d’autres
plus vieux furent conservés pour les germes, tout le reste étant entreposé dans la caverne pour la consommation
quotidienne. Cependant, An Tiem en sélectionna dix, adressa des prières a l’Empereur du ciel, grava sur le fruit,
au moyen d’une épine, les deux poèmes diamétralement disposés, puis les lâcha dans l’océan aux quatre côtés de
l’île en disant:
“Cette précieuse denrée créée par la nature ne peut rester ignorée cinq, dix, vingt ou trente ans jusqu’à
l’éternité, à coup sûr elle sera découverte tôt ou tard.
Les époux convinrent encore qu’à la saison prochaine, ils lâcheraient un plus grand nombre de ces fruits dans
la mer afin que le vaste monde en fût informé.
158.61 Two excerpts from Les Pauvres\fn{by Ho Bieu Chanh (1884-1958)} Binh Thanh, Tien Giang Province,
Vietnam (M) 5
1. La Volte-face du Seducteur
… Arrivé à la cour, le chef des veilleurs\fn{ Levés parmi les gens valides du village pour assurer la sécurité dans le village. }
Buoi s’aperçoit d’un grand remue-mênage dans la maison. Ne sachant de quoi il s’agit, il presse le pas. Camme il
franchit le seuil, sa femme Thi To sort de la chambre et se précipite vers lui.
“Luu, lui dit-elle, va accoucher. A peine es-tu patti qu’elle a été prise de douleurs. J’ai envoyé le petit Ty
chercher l’accoucheuse. Elle l’a examinée et a déclaré que ta sœur serait délivrée dans le courant de l’heure
ty.”\fn{Heure Ty = de 9 à 11 heures du matin.}
Buoi pâlit. Il enlève la serviette nouée autour de sa tête pour essuyer la sueur de son visage puis va s’allonger
dans le hamac. La marmaille l’entoure, le premier lui prend la main, le deuxième se cramponne à ses jambes, le
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troisième se couche sur son ventre tandis que le quatrième babille à ses côtés. Il reste immobile comme une
souche, indifférent à leurs ébats.
Luu gémit faiblement dans la chambre. L’accoucheuse et Thi To vont et viennent. Des vagissements se font
entendre. Buoi, rassuré, se rassied, roule une cigarette et fume.
Thi To réapparait, riant de toutes ses dents:
“Elle a mis au monde un garçon. Assez costaud, ma foi? des cheveux noirs de geai. Pourrais-tu courir chez le
jeune patron lui annoncer la bonne nouvelle?”
“J’y vais tout de suite, répond Buoi en se levant.”
“Ben, si tu y vas, fais attention. Guette le moment où il est seul pour le lui dire a l’oreille, n’est-ce pas?”
“Evidemment.”
“N’oublie pas de lui demander quel nom il lui plairait de donner à l’enfant. Invite-le à faire un saut chez nous,
pour voir la bouille de son gosse.”
Un parapluie sous le bras, Buoi sort de chez lui. Ses deux ainés courent après lui: “Où tu vas, papa?”. Il
esquisse un geste de menace pour les faire revenir, ouvre le parapluie et poursuit son chemin.
Au bord de la grande route menant à My Tho, à gauche et à un kilomètre et demi du barrage de Monsieur
Canh, se trouve un hameau d’une centaine de foyers. On l’appelle “Hameau de Monsieur le Chef de canton”
parce que le père du jeune patron Nghia, le Chef de Canton Hieu, y vivait et que sa famille continue à y vivre.
La maison du Chef Hieu, grande et couverte de tuiles, est entourée de tous côtés d’une haie de bambous. Un
sollde portique en briques donne sur la route; de chaque côté poussent deux flamboyants dont les fleurs
rougeoient au seuil de la saison des pluies.
Le Chef de canton est mort depuis quelques années. Sa femme y habite avec les époux Nghia. Sa fille Ba Nhon
s’est installée chez son mari du côté du marché Giong Ong Huê.
Le jeune patron Nghia a 27 ou 28 ans. Sa femme Huong est fille du chef de district honoraire Phong, du
Marché du riz. De haute taille, le teint basané, elle a le visage couvert de dartres, une bouche énorme, des yeux
saillants. Non seulement son mari, mais encore tous ceux qui la connaissent, lui font grâce de sa laideur pour la
bonne raison qu’elle est issue d’une famille riche et puissante.
Après sept ou huit ans de vie commune, le couple n’a qu’une rille. La femme du Chef de canton touche les
fruits des terres léguées par son mari qui ne sont pas encore partagées entre ses deux enfants. Mais c’est Nghia qui
les gère, les louant à qui il veut pourvu qu’a la moisson, on lui verse son dû en paddy.
Buoi est un métayer de longue date de Madame la femme du Chef de canton et va souvent chez elle. Mais
aujourd’hui, il s’approche en hésitant de sa maison, le cœur battant la chamade et les yeux inquiets parce qu’il
détient un secret important. Il fait le tour pour entrer par la porte de derrière. Tandis qu’il marche d’un pas assuré
vers la cuisine, une meute de cinq à six chiens fonce sur lui, aboyant bruyamment et lui montrant les crocs.
Effrayé, Buoi cherche à intimider les bêtes en criant et en agitant son parapluie. Un mâtin noir, la mine féroce,
happe l’objet au vol et le tire. Heureusement que Phung, domestique du jeune patron, accoure à temps pour
disperser la meute avec un bâton. Buoi sort indemne de l’épreuve mais son parapluie blanc y laisse un morceau
d’étoffe aussi grand qu’une assiette.
Buoi suit Phung dans l’appartement de derrière. Apercevant Madame la femme du Chef de canton assise dans
le corridor, il dépose son parapluie contre le battant d’une porte et s’approche lentement, le dos un peu courbé,
après avoir enlevé de sa tête la serviette qui lui sert de turban. Arrivé devant elle, il s’incline trois fois.
Madame Hieu a plus de cinquante ans. Les cheveux poivre et sel, le visage quelque peu ridé, d’apparence
chétive et paisible. Elle est en train de confectionner des chiques de bétel. Levant les yeux, elle demande au
visiteur:
“Tu t’appelles Buoi, n’est-ce pas?”
“Oui madame.”
“Où vas-tu?”
“Madame, je vais régler une affaire au hameau. Je fais un saut ici pour voir madame, le jeune patron et la jeune
patronne.”
“La moisson est meilleure cette année?”
“Elle est bonne, madame.”
“A propos, si tu nous verses le paddy, tâche de bien le vanner, au lieu de le laisser avec des déchets comme
l’année dernière. La jeune patronne m’a dit que tu nous as livré du paddy mal nettoyé.”
“Madame, nous n’aurions jamais osé vous offrir du paddy mal nettoyé.”
“Prends-le toujours pour un avertissement. Si tu te fiches du monde, je ferai reprendre les rizières pour les
donner à d’autres. Si vous crevez tous, ce ne sera pas de ma faute.”
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Buoi s’est toujours préoccupé de son travail, il a toujours payé ses fermages même en cas de rnauvaise récolte.
Au lieu de le prendre en pitié, voilà que Madame la propriétaire lui lance des menaces. Buoi en souffre
profondément. Il en est indigné. Mais s’indigner contre les riches ne donne rien de bon. Aussi ne relève-t-il pas la
remarque et se tait-il …
Le vovant toujours debout, figé comme une statue, elle lui dit:
“Bon, tu peux rentrer. Si tu veux rester encore un moment, va à l’arrière pour passer le temps avec mes gens.”
Buoi fait une grande révérence puis regagne l’appartement de derrière. Il s’assied à côté de Phung pour le voir
essuyer une selle de cheval. Un instant après, il lui glisse à l’oreille:
“Dis, le jeune patron est absent?”
Phung le regarde avec un rire moqueur:
“Le jeune patron et la jeune patronne couchent dans l’appartement de devant. Où veux-tu qu’ils aillent à cette
heure?”
“Il dort?”
“Parbleu! Après le repas, il fait la sieste. Il n’a pas à se démener du matin au soir comme les gens de ton
espèce.”
“La misère est le lot des pauvres comme nous. Les riches doivent jouir de leur bonheur, quoi de plus naturel?”
Buoi se dit qu’il faut attendre que le jeune patron se lève. Il cherche à lier conversation avec Phung:
“Combien est-ce que tu reçois par an comme salaire pour servir le jeune patron?”
“Qu’est-ce que cela peut te faire? Songe-t-on à te donner ma place?”
“Quelle bêtise! Je suis pris par les rizières et ne peux me faire domestique.”
“C’est vrai que t’as raison. Hé, chef des veilleurs, dis-moi la vérité: que diable le jeune patron va foutre dans
ton hameau, je l’ai vu si souvent y aller ces derniers temps!
“Comment pourrais-je Ie savoir, moi?”
“Espèce de cachottier! C’était un simple coup de sonde, penserais-tu que je ne suis au courant de rien?”
“Le premier et le deuxième mois de l’année, j’étais pris par la barque, ces dernier mois, la rizière me prend.
Comment veux- tu que je sache quoi que ce soit pour te le cacher?”
“N’essaie pas de faire le pitre. Je te dis la vérité, gare à toi si la jeune patronne a vent de quelque chose.”
“Pourquoi gare à moi?”
“Attends voir, man gars.”
Les menaces de Phung produisent leur effet. Buoi, intimidé, se tient coi.
Après avoir fini d’essuyer la selle, Phung la fait sécher au soleil. Buoi voudrait le suivre dans la cour pour
pousser jusqu’à l’appartement de devant et attendre que le jeune patron se l’eve. Mais la vue de la meute allongée
pêle-mêle l’effraie tellement qu’il n’ose plus mettre son projet à exécution. Il s’attarde dans l’appartement de
derrière jusquà la fin de l’après-midi, quand le jeune couple se réveille.
Comme Nghia descend pour se laver le visage, Buoi enlève sa serviette-turban et court ve:rs lui pour le saluer
d’une grande courbette.
“Où vas-tu? lui demande Nghia.”
“Monsieur le jeune patron, je viens rendre visite à Madame votre màre, à vous et à votre épouse.
“Le riz est mêr?”
“Pas encore, monsieur le jeune patron. Je cultive le riz d’automne, les épis sont encore dans leurs gaines.”
Le jeune patron coupe court à la conversation. Il va se laver le visage et se peigner les cheveux. Il appelle
Phung, fait seller son cheval pour se préparer à aller au marché Giong, puis regagne l’appartement de devant Buoi
se risque à le suivre. Mais il se blottit derrière la porte, n’osant rien dire, parce que la jeune patronne tourne
constamment autour de son homme qui met unc tunique et un turban noir. Ce dernier change de costume tout en
devisant avec sa femme et s’amusant avec son enfant. Buoi n’existe pas pour lui.
Devant cette situation impossible, Buoi juge qu’il vaut mieux l’arrêter sur la route du marché de Giong pour
Iui dire ce qu’il a sur le cœur. Il fait donc des révérences aux jeunes patrons et à leur mère et sort. Arrivè à la
grand’route, il va en sens inverse en direction du marché Giong, marchant à petits pas et se retournant de temps à
autre. A peine a-t-il franchi l’espace séparant deux poteaux télégraphiques, qu’il voit le jeune patron émerger du
portique sur son cheval blanc, coiffé d’un chapeau conique de plumes noires, bien sanglé et très élégant.
Debout au bord de la grand’route, Buoi attend que le coursier approche. Il tend son parapluie pour barrer Ie
chemin et dit:
“Monsieur le jeune patron, arretez-vous une minute. J’ai quelque chose à vous communiquer.”
“Pourquoi ne l’as tu pas fait tout à l’heure dans la maison?”
“Jeune patron, ma sœur vient d’accoucher, à midi. Je suis accouru en toute hâte pour vous apprendre la
nouvelle.”
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“Sapristi! que ta sœur accouche ou non, qu’est-ce quc cela peut me faire?”
S’attendant à une explosion de joie plutôt qu’à cette douche froide, Buoi reste là tout ébahi, yeux ronds et
bouche bée.
Le jeune patron fronce les sourcils:
“Va t’en donc, pourquoi tant d’histoire?”
Ceci dit, il tire sur la bride et part au galop. .
Buoi, les larmes aux yeux, s’en va à son tour, humilié et indigné, tellement absorbé qu’il oublie d’ouvrir le
parapluie pour se protéger contre les rayons brûlants du soleil.
Ainsi donc sont les sentiments des riches.
Quand ils disent “amour et compassion”, ils ne veulent pas dire respect, affection, aide, mais plutôt abus et
jouissance, quitte à démolir les familles, à laisser les autres peiner ou perdre l’honneur. Ils accaparent. les terres,
ne paient que la moitié de leur valeur, ils appellent ça “amour et compassion”. Ils vaous font trimer toute l’anne
sous, un soleil de plomb pour vous enlever les deux tiers de vos revenus, ils appellent ça “amour et compassion”.
Ils vous exposent aux intempéries pour qu’ils mangent et dorment tout leur soûl, ils appellent ça “amour et
compassion”.
Quand ils ont assouvi leur désir, ils obligent les filles à endurer la honte toute leur vie, et ils ont le toupet
d’appeler ça “amour et compassion”.
Ces pensées s’égrènent dans sa tête tandis que Buoi poursuit son chemin avec une mine de croque-mort: Sa
femme l’arrête à la porte, riant:
“Eh bien! le jeune patron, qu’est-ce qu’il t’a dit?”
Buoi fronce leg soucils, jette le parapluie sur le lit de camp et rétorque:
“Il n’a rien dit.”
“Mon Dieu, pourquoi ça?”
“Il dormait, il m’a fallu attendre très très longtemps. Quand il s’est levé, la jeune patronne était à la maison,
impossible de dire quoi que ce soit. J’ai dû arrêter le jeune patron sur la route du marché. Il m’a répondu: “Que ta
sœur accouche ou non, qu’est-ce que cela peut me faire!”, puis il est parti d’un trait.
“Ça par exemple! Il a trompé ta sœur pour l’avoir, maintenant qu’elle a un gosse, il la laisse tomber?”
“Il la eue quand, je sais pas. Comment pourrais-je l’en accuser?”
“Moi, je l’ai vu. Il a juré qu’il l’aimait et qu’il la rendrait heureuse toute la vie. Quand elle lui a appris qu’elle
était enceinte, il l’a tranquillisée, lui promettant de la nourrir pendant ses couches et de lui donner assez d’argent
pour nourrir le gosse. Et maintenant, il l’abandonne. Ce que tu viens de me dire me met dans une colère bleue.
Puisqu’ils sont ainsi, je donnerai au gosse le nom de “Hieu”, je l’invectiverai et l’insulterai à satiété du matin au
soir.”
“Pas d’histoire, je t’en supplie. Veux-tu que je pourrisse en prison?”
“Pourquoi en prison!”
“Laisse Luu payer sa sottise. Nous les pauvres ne pouvons rien. Une coquille d’œuf ne peut être cognée contre
une pierre!”
“Tu acceptes donc qu’on te leurre?”
“Que pourrions-nous faire, sinon nous résigner?”
“J’étouffe de rage. Laisse-moi m’occuper de ta Luu jusqu’à ce qu’elle récupère ses forces. Je lui dirai alors de
porter l’enfant chez eux pour faire du scandale.”
“Ne dis plus de bêtise ou tu risques le carcan.”
“Mieux vaut crever que de se taire comme ça.”
“Si tu débites de telles bêtises, ils se fâcheront, ils nous reprendront la terre, ça suffira à nous faire mourir de
faim. Qu’est-ce que tu veux, Luu est née sous une mauvaise étoile. Le ciel punira les méchants. A quoi bon en
parler,—ca ne peut créer que des histoires.”
“Laisse-moi fulminer. Je comprends qu’ils n’aient aucune pitié pour Luu, mais tout de même, leur propre
rejeton!”
Thi To, irritée, gagne à pas saccadés l’arrière de la maison, maugréant on ne sait quai. Buoi pend le parapluie à
la cloison en feuilles de latanier, disant: “Une course inutile, le parapluie déchiré par les crocs du chien!”.
2. Les Représailles des Riches
… Passé le 15e jour du premier mois lunaire, le chef des veilleurs Buoi, ayant fini de battre le paddy, emprunte
une charrette pour en transporter 50 gia\fn{1 gia = environ 34 kg.} chez Madame la femme du Chef de canton. Il a
vanné le riz très minutieusement, ne laissant aucun grain vide, de peur que Madame ou sa bru, mécontente de lui,
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ne lui cherche noise. Ce qui ne l’empêche pas de recevoir un torrent d’invectives de la part de la jeune patronne.
En pleine pesée, elle durcit le ton, oblige Buoi à vanner le paddy encore une fois dans lacour, ce qui lui fait perdre
une journée de travail avec en plus de l’argent pour louer quelques aides et une course à la maison pour prendre
un surplus de 5 gia.
Buoi avale toutes les invectives. Il craint qu’on ne lui reprenne la terre, et qu’il n’ait plus les moyens
d’entretenir sa famille.
… Après avoir versé son dû, Buoi va à l’appartement de devant pour prendre congé de ses propriétaires. Le
jeune patron Nghia lui dit d’emblée:
“Ben, cette année, je reprends les rizières pour les louer à un autre. Je te préviens pour que tu prennes tes
dispositions.”
Buoi en est sidéré.
La jeune patronne ajoute:
“Tu vas également transférer ailleurs ta maison, je ne te permets plus de vivre sur ma terre. Que cela soit fait
dans le courant même de ce mois. Si tu y restes, j’enverrai mes gens la démonter pour la jeter dans la mare. Tiens
toi pour averti!”
Buoi se tourne vers Madame la femme du Chef de canton, les larmes aux yeux, dans l’espoir que, prise de pitié
pour les pauvres, elle interviendra en sa faveur. Mais elle reste assise le plus tranquillement du monde, sans dire
mot, ne le regardant même pas. Alors il ouvre sa bouche pour s’adresser au jeune couple:
“Je vous en supplie, Monsieur et Madame, ayez pitié de maio Si vous reprenez la terre, comment pourrai-je
vivre?”
La jeune patronne replique par une menace:
“Ça c’est ton affaire. Ça ne me regarde pas. Je te l’ai dit, dans le courant de ce mois, gare à toi si tu ne
déguerpis pas.”
Le jeune patron le plante là et gagne sa chambre.
Bien que peu matin, Buoi comprend qu’on le chasse pour lui reprendre la terre. Jugeant toute supplication
inutile, il salue la vieille et sa jeune propriétaire par des révérences, et s’en va.
A la maison, voyant son air triste, Thi To lui demande:
“Cinq gia en plus, et iis ne sont pas encore contents! Dis-leur de vertir ici prendre tout notre riz pour étre
satisfaits.”
“J’ai verselé dû. Ça n’empêche pas qu’on no us reprend les rizières.”
“Comment! Nous ne leur devons rien, pourquoi nous reprennent-ils les rizières?”
“Non seulemerit ils nous reprennent les rizières, mais en plus ils nous obligent à transférer notre maison
ailleurs.”
Suffoquant de colère, Thi To maugrée un moment après:
“Les salauds! Pourquoi le Ciel leur a-t-il donné utie telle fortune?”
Buoi, les traits tires, se plaint:
“Tout ça, c’est de ta faute? Tu cherches toujours des histoires …”
“Pardi! c’est de ma faute. Ils nous traitent comine des bêtes, comment pourrais-je retenir ma langue?”
“‘Une concession rapporte neuf bonnes choses.’, dit un proverbe. Nous sommes des pauvres, à quai bon
provoquer les riches. Ils nous chassent maintenant, oû irons-nous?”
“Ce n’est pas la place qui manque. Nous n’avons pas besoin de respecter des gens pareils.”
“Indique-moi donc un endroit ou aller. C’est pas si simple de transférer une malson. Et puis, où trouver des
rizières pour travailler?”
“Tu ne veu pas dire que tus ceux qui ne vivent pas et ne travaillent pas sur la terre de la femme du Chef de
canton meurent de faim? C’est elle ou quelqu’un d’autre qui nous a chassés?”
“Le jeune patron et sa femme.”
“Le jeune patron aussi?”
“Bien sûr que oui.”
“Le misèrable. Sa femme le mène par le bout du nez et lui fait oublier toute moralité, toute humanité. Je
voudrais le savonner encore une fois pour le noircir. Qu’est ce qu’il peut me faire, je te le demande?”
Assez, assez, pas d’histoire. Tu veux donc me tuer? Une fois ne te suffit pas? Laisse-:moi essayer de trouver
une terre où déménager, ne cherche plus à me mettre dans le pétrin avec tes histoires.
“Tu as la frousse de ces gens. Moi, j’écume de rage.”
“Ils sont riches, nous sommes pauvres. Il est naturel que nous ayons la frousse. Quoi d’extraordinaire?”
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“Pourquoi la frousse. Riches comme ils sont, nous donnent-ils le moindre sou? Ils font un enfant à notre sœur
et la laissent tomber. Nous avons crié. Ils gardent une dent contre nous, nous chassent de leur terre. Je ne crains
pas de pareils riches.”
“Je te prie d’enterrer cette affaire. Nous sommes des sots, nous avons laissé prendre notre sœur, nous devons
payer notre sottise, pourquoi incriminer autrui … A propos, dans la terre du chef de hameau Ta, il y a encore les
fondations de l’ancienne maison de Thinh. Demain je passerai le voir pour demander à y transférer notre maison,
en attendant de pouvoir louer des rizières. Tenons-nous pour battus, une fois pour toutes.”
Thi To rentre avec des gestes de mécontentement dans la pièce de derrière pour préparer le riz, ne daignant
plus ouvrir la bouche.
Le lendemain matin, Buoi va chez Ta, insiste pour avoir les fondations. Ta qui a hérité de quelques mau de ses
aïeux, vit dans l’aisance. Il cède aux supplications de Buoi.
Après avoir payé les fermages et les dettes, Buoi vend le surplus de paddy, un thien et demi. Avec cet argent, il
loue deux hommes pour les travaux de transfert.
Il a fini de démonter la pièce antérieure quand Ta le fait appeler pour lui dire:
“Hé, Buoi, c’est line affaire difficile!”
“Qu’est-ce qui est difficile, Thôn?”
“L’autre jour tu m’as demandé de t’installer sur mes anciennes fondations. Comme tu es un garçon honnête, je
n’ai pas osé te refuser. Aujourd’hui, Madame la femme du Chef de canton m’a convoqué et m’a tancé vertement.
Elle m’a demandé si je voulais lui tenir tête en hébergeant sur ma terre quelqu’un qu’elle à chassé. Je lui ai
répondu que point n’était mon intention, que je n’étais au courant de rien. Elle m’a menacé: “Heberge-le et tu
verras”. Tu me comprends? Je ne savais pas qu’elle t’en voulait. Ses paroles m’ont mis dans le pétrin. Qu’est-ce
que tu comptes faire?”
“Ayez pitié de moi, donnez-moi un coup de main. Je suis au bout du rouleau.”
“Si je n’avais pas pitié de toi, je n’aurais pas accédé l’autre jour à ta demande. C’est que Madame la femme du
Chef de canton m’a jetê un défi. Si elle se fâche, comment pourrai-je vivre en paix. Je te conseille de t’adresser
ailleurs.”
“Mais j’ai déjà démonté la maison. Où courir pour avoir tout de suite une terre. Et puis est-ce même possible
d’en avoir?”
“Ça c’est vrai. Mais je t’assure que, comme moi, personne dans ce village n’oserait encourir ses foudres en
t’hébergeant. Que faire?”
Buoi sent les larmes lui venir aux yeux. Thon est très embarrassé. Mais sa peur des gens puissants l’emporte
sur sa pitié pour les pauvres. Il fait claquer sa langue, fronce les sourcils, mais n’ose pas suggérer à Buoi: “Viens
chez moi. On va voir s’ils osent venir!” Il lui conseille plutôt: “Ben, il faut chercher un refuge ailleurs, c’est pas
facile de crâner avec Madame la femme du Chef de canton”. …
158.74 Excerpt from La Guerre Entre le Viet Nam et Les Tsing\fn{by Nguyen Tu Sieu (1887-1965)} Thach That
District, Ha Tay Province, Vietnam (M) 4
… Une fois les trois généraux Tsing tués, Van So\fn{ Un des meilleurs généraux de Quang Trung. } fait diffuser au
porte-voix:
“Le Roi\fn{Le roi Quang Trung: héros nacional, chef prestigieux de la revolte paysanne des Tay Son, vainqueur des envahisseurs
Tsing en 1789 à Hanoi.} a donné l’ordre d’épargner les soldats natifs du Viet Nam, que ces derniers jettent leurs armes
et se rendent!”
Tous les soldats de l’armée régulière, voyant qu’il n’y a guère de fuite possible obéissent et se prosternent en
signe de soumission
Après quai, Van So fait diffuser à nouveau:
“Tout soldat du Viet Nam, quel qu’il gait, ancien ou nouveau, et qui capturera vivant un soldat Tsing sera
généreusement récompensé!”
Puis l’on se précipite à la chasse aux soldats Tsing. Ceux-ci, sachant qu’ils ne sauraient continuer la lutte,
privés de leurs généraux, comprennent aussitôt qu’il n’est rien de plus sage que de se rendre purement et
simplement, en misant sur l’espoir de pouvoir retourner vivants dans leur pays natal. Ainsi se donnent-ils le mot et
tendent-ils leg mains pour que nos soldats les ligotent. Une demi-heure suffit pour que besogne gait faite. ,
Après quoi, le roi Quang Trung rassemble tous ses générau sur le champ de bataille et leur recommande en
secret:
“De cet endroit à la capitale du Nord,\fn{ Hanoi.} les points stratégique tels que Phu Xuyen, Ha Hoi, Ngoc Hoi
gout certainement gardés par des avant-postes ennemis. C’est pourquoi, il faudra que vous preniez garde
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qu’aucune nouvelle ne puisse filtrer jusqu’à Thang Long\fn{ Hanoi; its ancient name.} laquelle tombera en temps
voulu comme un fruit mûr.
Et tous les généraux d’approuver respectueusement.
Puis le Roi donne à son armée l’ordre, avec exécution immédiate, de garder un silence absolu—un curedent
entre les lèvres—d’enlever les grelots aux chevaux, de bivouaquer de jour en ordre dispersé dans des coins perdus
pour progresser de nuit à marche forcée afin d’atteindre sans faute Phu Xuyen, le 4 au chant du coq.
Exécutant ponctuellement l’ordre, chaque unité, chaque compagnie se repose de jour pour reprendre des forces
en des endroits secrets, afin de poursuivre leur route, la nuit.
De son côté, Chuong si Long, depuis son affectation comme chef du poste de Phu Xuyen, loin du
commandement supérieur, s’en donne à cœur joie. De l’alcool le jour, des filles la nuit, ce ne sont qu’agapes et
chants, si bien que le poste militaire, résonnant à toute heure de flûtes et de tambours, ne différe en rien d’une
salle d’opéra.
Depuis le ler de l’an, plus que jamais Si Long se lance à corps perdu dans la débauche, à croire qu’il en oublie
d'être un général en campagne.
Le chef s’adonnant à la luxure, la soldatesque en profite pour marcher à qui mieux mieux sur ses traces, se
livrant à toutes sortes d’atrocités et de folies. On raconte que les habitants de Phu Xuyen, en plus du pillage de
leurs biens, de l’incendie de leurs maisons, des pires exactions, des corvées et autres travaux forcés ont vu en trois
jours seulement une centaine de jeunes filles, de femmes mariées ou veuves enlevées et emmenées au camp
militaire.
Dans la nuit du 3e jour du Têt, Si Long fait venir des villages voisins plusieurs troupes itinerantes de
chèo\fn{Popular theater.} pour les faire jouer en signe de réjouissance, à l’occasion du Nouvel An lunaire, sur une
scène au centre du camp.
Si Long face à la scène, vautré sur un lit de bois précieux, les deux cuisses reposant sur celles de deux femmes,
boit, tout en ponctuant les chants de coups de tambour. A droite et à gauche, quatre par plateau, deux rangées de
généraux sous ses ordres, de membres de sa maison, de gradés de tous rangs, etc., festoient tout en jouissant du
spectacle.
Chants et ripailles se prolongent presque jusqu’au chant du coq pour se terminer par un bouillon de paule.
Cependant, un bouffon dans son numéro brocarde, par inadvertance, les “tresses pendantes” et les “roitelets
chinois qui jouissent de la trompette”,\fn{ Les dits roitelets étaient réputés sourds à la musique, l’expression signifie: avoir l’air
hébêté.} etc. … Si Long entre dans une violente rage, appelle sur le champ le bourreau et fait décapiter illico sur les
planches mêmes le bouffon ainsi que les directeurs des troupes. Les comédiens terrifiés se débarrassent
promptement de leurs costumes de scène et se prosternent face contre terre, implorant la vie sauve … Si Long
toujours enragé flanque de grands coups sur les meubles en vomissant force injures:
“Les Vietnamiens sont à la fois imbéciles et irrespectueux! J’amène mes hommes pour délivrer votre pays qui
était à feu et à sang et voilà que déjà vous vous exprimez avec une telle insolence …”
Il n’a pas fini de déblatérer que de toutes parts, le canon se met soudain à tonner, suivi d’appels tonitruants.
Si Long sursaute, rejette en hâte sa baguette de tambour, bondit, et sans prendre le temps de mettre son armure,
se saisit juste de son épée et hurle à ses soldats I’ordre de sortie pour livrer bataille. Mais déjà les troupes des Tay
Son ont étroitement encerclé le camp, à une distance d’environ vingt coudées, et se sont toutes mises à tirer à l’arc
et à l’arbalète, faisant voler des flèches aussi dru qu’une averse tropicale ou une tempête de neige, si bien
qu’aucun ennemi ne peut montrer sa tête à la porte du camp sans aussitôt tomber raide mort. Les assiégés refluent
donc en masse vers l’intérieur.
Si Long sabre coup sur coup sept ou huit de ses hommes pour inciter les autres à foncer hors du camp, mais
qu’il en sorte un, il en meurt un, qu’il en sorte deux, il en meurt deux, et ainsi de suite. Si Long complètement
desemparé entend les porte-voix se rapprocher de plus en plus, puis à ce qu’il lui semble, les adversaires monter à
1’assaut des murs. Il se précipite à son poste de commandement, s’empare de sa lance dans l’intention de se frayer
une route de sang, aperçoit dans un coin les femmes avec lesquelles tout à l’heure encore il s’est tenu cuisse
contre cuisse, et qui, serrées les unes contre les autres, tremblent et sanglotent.
Si Long s’arrête net, tout interdit, et ses appétits réveillés le bouleversent. Il se rend compte qu’ils ne peuvent
être satisfaits, une rancœur soudaine le saisit, et il transperce chaque femme d’un coup de lance. .
Après avoir tué les femmes, Si Long armé de sa lance sort du quartier, mais à peine a-t-il fait quelques pas que
les assaillants submergent déjà la place telles des eaux en crue rompant leurs digues. Chacun d’eux muni d’une
corde attrape les survivants et en un olin d’œil, ceux-ci sont tous ligotés. Si Long sans courage, l’esprit vide, ne
sait ni où se cacher, ni où fuir, c’est alors que rapide comme l’éclair, une flèche du Roi Quang Trung lui
transperce la gorge, et il s’abat sur le tas des morts et des prisonniers mêlés …
135

L’aube pointe. Le Roi ordonne à ses troupes de se restaurer avec les vivres saisis à l’ennemi, de se reposer une
demi-j’ournàe, puis de se remettre en marche.
… De son côté, Ton Si Nghi\fn{Gouverneur des deux provinces Kouang en Chine, Commandant en chef de l’armée Tsing. }
installé au palais de Tay Long invente toutes sortes de réjouissances pour fêter le Têt. En vérité, la citadelle de
Thang Long n’apparait que sous des couleurs printanières; de la débandade de naguère, il ne reste nulle trace.
Le Roi Chieu Thong\fn{Roi transfuge marionnette des Tsing.} pourtant reste préoccupé. Sa douleur n’a pu se dissiper
tout à fait. Mais voyant Ton Si Nghi se livrer aux plaisirs avec tant de légèreté et d’insouciance, il se laisse lui
aussi aller et se met lui-même à faire la noce, pour soulager son cœur.
Ce jour-là, il vient juste d’arriver chez Ton Si Nghi pour bavarder un moment lorsqu’une estafette entre, venant
du poste de Ngoc Hoi.
Si Nghi sursaute et s’exclame:
“Comment? Leurs troupes sont-elles tombées du ciel ou sorties de terre pour arriver aussi vite?”
Coup sur coup, surviennent des rapports des services secrets:
“Toutes les troupes des pastes de Gian Thuy, Phu Xuyen, Ha Hoi ont été faites prisonnières. Hoang Phung Co
et ses fils, ainsi que Dang Bat se sont suicidés. Trinh Ngan, Luu Y, Ma Khai, Chuang Si Long, Thuong Duy Thang
ont tous été tués par les Tay Son”.
Si Nghi catastrophé dépêche Duong Hung Nghiep, commandant de l’armée de Quang Tay, à la tête de 10.000
hommes à la rescousse de Ngoc Hoi. Ordre est donné en plus à vingt cavaliers de l’accompagner, avec mission de
transmettre d’urgence les nouvelles.
Témoin de l’affolement de Si Nghi, le Roi Chieu Thong ne tient plus en place, prend rapidement congé et; de
retour à la citadelle royale fait mander Le Quynh et ses séides.
Si Nghi n’a d’ailleurs guère le loisir ni l’envie de s’entretenir avec le Roi, il ne fait que marcher de long en
large, allant d’un endroit à l’autre tel un promeneur infatigable, et s’il lui arrive de s’asseoir pour reposer ses
jambes, il ne peut se tenir en place. Soudain il aperçoit rassemblées dans une des salles du palais, les deux ou trois
douzaines de jeunes filles séleotionnées dans la population par les soins de ses officiers, et les deux ou trois
douzaines de coffres respectivement bourrés de soie, de broderies, d’or, d’argent, de pierreries, de joyaux d’ivoire
et d’écaille de tortue, de cannelle de Thanh Hoa … amassés par ses propres soins depuis le début et non encore
rangés dans l’entrepôt. Alors son esprit s’embrouille et il ne sait plus que faire. De toute la nuit, il ne peut fermer
l’œil et ne fait que se lever et s’asseoir. La troisième veille tire à sa fin quand des cavaliers haletants arrivent au
rapport:
“Le poste de Ngoc Hoi a volé en éclats! Duong Hung Nghiep envoye en renfort allait atteindre le poste quand
il a été tué par une flèche de Nguyen Hue. Tous nos hommes ont été capturés.”
Si Nghi sideréné peut même plus trembler. II hésite encore sur l’unité à envoyer au combat quand d’autres
nouvelles arrivent:
“Les troupes de Dien Chau cantonnées dans le village de Nhan Muc sous commandement du préfet Sam Nghi
Dong ont été attaquées par le général Muu des Tay Son venant de Chuong Duc. Surprises, nos troupes ont été
défaites, elles ont fui vers l’est, mais voyant des ennemis grimper par la digue d’An Loc, elles ont dû se replier sur
le village de Vinh Kieu.\fn{Les faits mentionnés ici sont faux. } Là, elles ont vu arriver, du village de Dai Ang, des
troupes montées sur chevaux et éléphants. Elles ont donc reflué toutes ensemble sur le champ de Dong Da avant
même d’avoir pu resserrer leurs rangs. Plusieurs unités des Tay Son les ont encerclées étroitement, comme des
bannières de fer. Les ennemis ont lancé sur le terrain leurs troupes montées. Nos troupes ont été débordées, toutes
sans exception ont péri, écrasées. Le préfet Sam Nghi Dong lui-même est mort dans la mêlée. En ce moment,
l’ennemi est aux partes de la capitale!”
De quoi faire tomber les bras et perdre l’esprit à Si Nghi, qui rassemble en toute hâte sa garde personnelle de
cavaliers, se débarrasse de son uniforme et de son couvre-chef pour revêtir un constume serré, bondit sur sa
monture et fait signe à sa suite de traverser après lui le fleuve en direction du Nord. …
158.91 1. Le Premier Homme 2. Le Miroir 3. Le Ravin De Yen Lang 4. Le Tigre Et La Tortue 5. Le Renard Et
L’Oiseau 6. Le Fumeur d’Opium Et Le Tigre 7. La Montagne Than Tinh 8. Le Poisson A Quatre Pattes 9. Les
Aveugles Et Le Gardien Du Marché 10. Le Rat Et La Tortue 11. Les Trois Mers De La Province De Thay Nguyen
12. Le Rocher De Vong Phu 13. Les Trois Souhaits 14. Le Dragon De Dinh Thièn Hoang 15. Le Dragon Du
Fleuve Rouge: Fifteen Folktales\fn{by a single unnamed male traveling actor (before 1889- )} Tonkin Region, Northern
Vietnam (M) 6
1
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Lorsque la terre sortit du chaos et que les deux éléments am et duong s’équilibrèrent, les eaux se précipitèrent
dans les vallées, et les montagnes se recouvrirent d’arbres admirabIes.
Un jour, pendant une violente tempête, un arbre fut arraché et projeté sur le sol: cet arbre qui s’appelait Si
donna dans sa chute, naissance à deux oiseaux, Ac Cac et Ua Que.
Ces deux oiseaux se réfugièrent dans une caverne où ils firent leur nid, le premier œuf qu’ils produisirent était
carré, il donna naissance à un homme. Cet homme, le premier de son espèce sur la terre, s’appelait Lang-Cu’u
Câu; il engendra de lui-même un grand nombre de fils et de filles qui s’unirent ensemble, et formèrent le premier
peuple.
Plus tard, ce peuple, trop nombreux se divisa en deux groupes dont l’un formé des gens les plus habiles dans
les diverses industries descendirent dans les plaines; les autres se retirèrent dans les montagnes.
Ce fut la l’origine des Annamites et des Thos.
2
Dans un village de la montagne vivaient deux époux fort simples. Un jour la femme, revenant du marché,
raconta à son mari qu’elle avait vu une jolie personne avec un peigne admirable, et qu’elle désirait en avoir un
semblable; mais, ne connaissant pas le mot peigne, elle dit à son mari que c’était un objet brillant de la forme de
la lune.
Le mari, voulant plaire à sa femme, se rendit à la ville pour acheter cet objet, mais ne pouvant à son tour
s’expliquer, il demanda quelque chose de semblable à la lune et le marchand lui donna un miroir qu’il acheta et
rapporta chez lui.
Quand la femme, joyeuse, prit l’objet pour le regarder, elle aperçut a l’intérieur une figure qui lui souriait; ne
comprenant pas que c’était sa propre image, elle crut à une mauvaise plaisanterie de son mari et lui dit :
“Qu’aviez-vous besoin d’amener ici cette femme? Voulez-vous donc en faire votre concubine?” Et se mettant à
pleurer, elle appela sa mère pour la prendre à témoin de l’indignite de son mari.
La mère accourut et voyant sa figure dans le miroir s’écria. Si encore il avait amené une jeune femme, mais
c’est une injure pour nous tous que d’introduire dans la maison cette face ridée de vieille prostituée. Les deux
femmes tombèrent sur le mari et le rouèrent de coups. Le pauvre homme parvint à grand’peine à s’échapper et
alla se plaindre au mandarin qui fit saisir par ses soldats les deux femmes et le miroir.
Les soldats qui virent dans le miroir d’autres soldats, crurent qu’on voulait les mystifier et conduisirent tout le
monde chez le juge.
Celu-ci qui n’était pas plus avancé que ses administrès et n’avait jamais vu de miroir, prit l’objet, sujet du
conflit et voyant s’y refléter son image crut que c’était le defenseur, amené par les parties, qui le regardait en face;
irrité de cette inconvenance, il brisa le miroir contre le sol, fit donner la bastonnade au mari et mit tout le monde à
la porte.
3
Pres de Yen Lang, entre deux énormes rochers, se trouve un défilé étroit et profond, dont l’entrée est formée
par une sorte de porte naturelle figurant un homme debout, les jambes légèrement écartées.
Les pierres de ce ravin ont des formes étranges, ce qui lui a fait donner le nom de K’em hem da coc, c’est-àdire, ravin aux rochers à figure de crapaud.
Il est impossible d’y faire passer deux hommes de front, quand deux individus se rencontrent marchant en sens
opposé, ils doivent se serrer l’un contre l’autre pour passer, s’ils sont un peu gros, ils doivent passer l’un pardessus l’autre.
Quand c’est. un garçon qui y rencontre une fille, il doit bon gré mal gré l’embrasser, c’est un endroit fort
dangereux.
Il existe un passage semblable à gauche, de Phu’o’ng Mao, à droit d hameau de Dong Quan, en allant au
village de Huông Cân
4
Une tortue près du bord de l’eau se chauffait au soleil; un tigre, venu pour boire à la rivère, aperçut cette tête
qui sortait de l’eau, la prenant pour un poisson, il avança doucement la patte et la saisit, mais la tortue se retirant
brusquement, la patte du tigre se trouva prise et retenue sous la carapace. La tortue plongea, entrainant le tigre qui
se débattait et nageait pour ramener son adversaire à la surface. Ils luttèrent ainsi pendant toute une journée puis,
un pêcheur survint gui les prit tous les deux.
5
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Un oiseau passant au-dessus d’une habitation aperçut un gâteau et le déroba, un renard\fn{ Con cáo} affamé, qui
vit le larcin, voulut en avoir sa part et comme l’oiseau venait de se poser sur un arbre, il s’approchaet dit:
“Vous êtes beau comme le dragon, et le plus remarquable parmi les oiseaux; vous avez de plus l’air très
redoutable. Je gage que, si vous poussiez un grand cri, non seulement les autres oiseaux, mais l’homme aussi,
seraient saisis d’effroi.”
L’oiseau très flatté ouvrit le bec pour pousser un cri, mais le gâteau tomba à terre et le renard s’en empara.
L’animal se préparait à manger le gâteau en se félicitant de sa ruse, lorsqu’un chasseur, qui le guettait, surgit
tout à coup le saisit et le tua.
6
Un fumeur d’opium avait l’habitude d’aller chaque jour se livrer à sa passion favorite près d’une rizière
écartée, loin du village.
Or, un certain soir, le tigre rôdant par là vint lui demander à fumer. L’homme lui prepara successivement trois
pipes d’opium que le tigre fuma.
Trouvant sans doute la drogue à son goût, l’animal revint le lendemain et fuma encore trois pipes.
Le fumeur commençait à trouver son visiteur indiscret; aussi, le jour suivant, il arriva à sa place habituelle avec
un fusil qu’il avait bourré de poudre et de balles.
Le tigre ne tarda pas à venir à son tour, il vit le fusil et demandace que c’était.
L’homme lui répondit. C’est une nouvelle pipe, bien supérieure à toutes les autres, j’ai voulu vous la faire
fumer.
Le tigre se concha et prit dans sa gueule le canon de fusil, se préparant à respirer la fumée capiteuse, mais
lorsque l’homme approcha du fusil la flamme de la lampe, le coup partit et fracassa la tête du tigre.
7
Dans le huyên de Bât Bat, se trouve une montagne merveilleuse nommée Thân Tinh.
Au sommet de cette montagne flottent des vapeurs qui, selon leur forme et leur couleur, sont le présage de
grands événements.
Tantôt, elles ressemblent à un large étendard, agité dans les airs, tantôt elles prennent la forme ondulée d’une
immense pièce de soie se deroulant jusque dans les gorges de la montagne. Des flammes traversent ces vapeurs, et
l’on entend des explosions.
Lorsque ces bruits détonnent comme un coup de canon, cela presage la mort d’un roi; lorsqu’ils ne donnent
que l’illusion d’un coup de fusil, c’est le signal de la mort d’un Génie, les détonnations plus faibles annoncent la
mort des mandarins.
Cette montagne appartient au territoire du village de Bau, à gauche du fleuve Da (Rivière Noire).
8
A gauche du fleuve Da se trouve une autre montagne que l’on appelle Lu’o’i Hai, le nom chinois est Chuyên
Thiêt. Les crêtes de cette montagne ressemblent à des dents de scie.
Sur la plus haute cime, au milieu d’un petit plateau, se trouve un étang dans lequel on peut voir un poisson à
quatre pattes, long de sept thu’o’c.
Cette montagne aujourd’hui fait partie du village de Cu Thang, huyên de Thanh-So’n.
9
Quatre aveugles un jour se réunirent pour manger à frais communs un ragoût de poissons Chêp, mais n’ayant
pas de cuisinier pour le faire cuire et de domestique pour écarter les arêtes, ils étaient fort embarrassés et ne
savaient comment faire lorsque le gardien du marché, homme très malicieux, qui les ecoutait, s’approcha et leur
dit. Ne vous désolez pas, mes bans amis, je serai très heureux de vous rendre service; si vous voulez me donner
l’argent nécessaire, j’acheterai les poissons avec tout ce qu’il faut pour faire la sauce, je les ferai cuire et vous les
ferai manger.
Les aveugles, joyeux, viderent leur escarcelle et remirent au gardien environ quatre ligatures de sapèques.
Quand le mets fut préparé, le malicieux gardien fit ranger les aveugles autour de lui et leur dit:
“Attention! Je vais vous donner à chacun et à tour de rôle une bouchée de ragôut.”
138

Tous baillèrent à la fois, mais le rusé compère, pour une bouchée qu’il donnait en prenait quatre pour lui.
Quand ce fut fini, le gardien sortit et les aveugles restés seuls s’entretinrent de la saveur du poisson, de
l’excellence de la sauce, chacun regrettant de n’avoir pu en manger suffisamment et accusant son voisin d’avoir
eu la plus grosse part.
L’un d’entre eux, plus avisé leur dit:
“J’ai entendu les batonnets battre quarante fois l’écuelle et je n’ai mangé que quatre bouchées de poisson.”
Moi, dit le second “je n’en ni eu que trois.” Le quatrième, questionné, déclara avoir reçu cinq bouchées et le
cinquième aussi.
Les aveugles, découvrant alors la supercherie résolurent de se venger du gardien et imaginèrent, a cet effet, le
stratagème suivant.
Ils le firent demander et le prièrent de leur acheter quatre solides bambous pour remplacer leurs bâtons usés.
Quand le gardien apporta les bâtons et les leur remit, le premier aveugle le saisit par le bras et voulut le trapper,
mais le gardien se dégageant prestement poussa l’aveugle vers un de ses collègues qui reçut le coup de bâton;
celui-ci riposta et, croyant aussi taper sur le gardien, asséna de vigoureux coups de bâton sur la tête de ses
camarades qui se defendirent et la bataille devint générale. Pendant ce temps Ie gardien courait tout à l’entour en
criant “grâce grâce, pardonnez-moi mes bons amis, je ne le ferai plus.” Il finit par lea abandonner et tous les
aveugles demeurèrent roués de. coups et meurtris.
10
Une tortue, qui vivait dans un marécage, invita un jour son voisin le rat à un festin composé de poissons et de
crevettes.
Le rat trouva le mets fort à son goût, se régala et ne voulant pas demeurer en reste avec la tortue,.il l’invita à
son tour a venir diner chez lui. .
La tortue accepta, sortit du marécage et, suivant son compère, arriva dans un jardin au pied d’un aréquier; le rat
soudain, se mit à grimper à l’arbre.
“Ou donc allez-vous,” dit la tortue?
“Chez moi, dit le rat, je demeure à la cime de l’aréquier.”
“Mais it m’est.impossible de vous suivre?”
“Serrez ma queue entre vos dents, et je vous remorquerai sans peine.”
La tortue suivit ce conseil et le rat parvint au sommet de l’arbre, traînant son amie derrière lui.
Arrivés a la demeure du rat, la femelle de celui-ci qui l’attendait avança la tête et voyant la tortue lui dit:
“Vous mefaites bien plaisir, ma voisine, de venir me voir.”
La tortue voulant répondre quelque chose d’aimable ouvrit la gueule, lâcha la queue du rat et tomba au bas de
l’arbre.
Le rat descendit précipitamment et s’efforça de calmer la tortue qui avait failli se briser dans sa chute; il finit
par la convaincre de recommencer le trajet de la même maniere; “seulement, ajouta-t-il, ayez soin de ne rien
répondre à ma femme si elle vous adresse la parole.”
La tortue promit et ils recommencèrent l’ascension. La femelle du rat les accueillit de la même façon et ajouta,
“j’espère que vous n’êtes pas trop meurtrie de votre chute.” La tortue sans réfléchir repondit avec aigreur:
“Ce n’est pas votre faute si je ne suis pas tuée.”
Elle tomba de nouveau et, cette fois, s’en retourna chez elle. Le lendemain, le rat vint pour s’excuser; comme il
se tenait sur le bord du ruisseau profond appelant la tortue, celle-ci apparut et lui dit:
“Je ne vous garde pas rancune, venez jusque chez moi, j’ai de bons poissons en réserve, vous en mangerez
votre part.”
“Comment ferai-je, dit le rat, pour traverser ce ruisseau profond?”
“Montez sur mon dos, dit la tortue, et je vous porterai à la nage.”
Le rat s’accrocha à la carapace de la tortue; mais lorsqu’ils furent arrivés au milieu du ruisseau, la tortue
plongea et le rat fut noyé.
11
Il y a bien longtemps de cela, au village de Nam Mau, on avait coutume de faire chaque année de grandes
cérémonies religieuses dites de Vô Gia. L’affluence d’étrangers y était très considérable et de tous côtés, par les
chemins, on voyait la foule descendre des montagnes comme des torrents gonflés par la pluie.
Un jour, les habitants de Nam Mau virent arriver à leur fête line vieille mendiante, aux vêtements sordides et
déchirés; elle répandait une odeur infecte, tout le monde s’éloignait d’elle et chaque fois qu’elle se présentait au
seuil d’une maison pour demander l’aumône, elle était injuriée et chassée.
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Une pauvre veuve et son fils, voyant cette malheureuse, eurent cependant pitié d’elle et, surmontant le dégoût
qu’elle leur inspirait, la firent entrer dans leur chaumière où ils lui donnèrent des aliments. Lorsqu’elle fut
rassasiée, la pauvresse demanda qu’on la laissât coucher dans un coin du grenier, ce qui lui fut également accordé.
Vers minuit, la veuve et son fils furent tout à coup réveillés par un grondement qui paraissait sortir du grenier;
ayant allumé la lampe, ils sortirent pour voir ce que c’était, et ayant entrouvert la porte du grenier où s’était
retirée.la vieille mendiante, ils ne l’y aperçurent point, mais ils virent à sa place un énorme serpent qui déroulait
ses anneaux avec un bruit de tonnerre.
Remplis d’épouvante, ils regagnèrent leurs lits ou ils se tinrent coi jusqu’au lendemain matin.
Quand le jour parut, ils n’avaient pu enencore fermer l’œil; ils virent entrer la vieille mendiante qui leur dit:
“Je ne suis pas ce que je parais être, voulant connaître le cœur des dévots qui se rendent à Nam Mau pour les
fêtes religieuses, je me suis mêlée à la foule sous la figure d’une mendiante; tous m’ont repoussée, vous seule et
votre fils avez eu pitié de moi, au milieu de cette multitude de pèlerins.
“Tous ceux dont la bouche récite des prières ont un cœur de serpent. Pour vous récompenser d’avoir manifesté
à mon égard des sentiments d’humanité, je veux vous sauver du cataclysme que je prépare pour châtier les
hypocrites. Quand vous verrez des phénomènes se manifester dans la vallée, hâtez-vous de fuir avec votre fils et
de vous réfugier sur le sommet de la montagne.”
Ayant dit cela elle disparut. Dès le lendemain, alors que la foule accourue aux fêtes se pressait plus compacte
dans le village, on vit soudain surgir de tous côtés des colonnes d’eau qui inondèrent la vallée, la foule ne sachant
d’où cela venait se réfugiait sur les maisons et dans les arbres, mais l’eau montait toujours; elle finit par
submerger les plus hautes maisons et atteignit la cime des arbres les plus élevés. Tout le monde périt, à l’exception
de la veuve et son fils qui, à la première alerte s’étaient empressés de gagner les hauteurs.
Ils bâtirent une maison, qui, plus tard devint le centre d’un village important; on appelle encore cet endroit le
territoire de Narn Mau, du nom du village submergé.
La vallée aujourd’hui est remplie d’eau et forme trois mers qui font partie du Châu de Bach Thong près du
Tuyen Quang. Ces mers communiquent entre elles; la plus grande a environ 3 râm\fn{Le râm est la distance
approximative à laquelle un buffle ne paraît plus avoir que la taille d’une chèvre } d’étendue; les jonques ne peuvent cependant
aller de l’une dans l’autre à cause d’un barrage de roches du haut duquel l’eau se précipite avec fracas.
Le site est admirable, de tous côtés on voit des rochers, des montagnes et des forêts, et quand le temps le
permet, d’innombrables barques de pêche sillonnent en tous sens la surface des trois mers.
12
Autrefois, près de Lang Son vivait une jeune fille, nommée Tô-Thi q~i, sans cesse et sans motifs, était en butte
aux brutalités de ses parents. Un jour qu’elle avait mécontenté son frère, celui-ci s’empara d’un maillet et lui en
asséna un coup terrible sur la tête. La pauvre fille, à demi assommée, alla se plaindre à son père et à sa mère qui,
loin de lui rendre justice et de la consoler commandèrent au frère de la tuer.
Epouvantée, la pauvre To-Thi s’enfuit dans la montagne et ne revint plus.
Dix ans plus tard, la maison de ces parents dénaturés, située dans la vallée, fut emportée par une inondation,
les buffles et les gens furent noyés; seul, le fils accroché à une épave, entraîné au loin, fut rejeté sain et sauf au
pied d’une montagne qu’il gravit; ne connaissant pas cette contrée il chercha un abri et trouva la grotte de Tam
Thanh. Il se disposait à y pénétrer pour se reposer des terribles émotions qu’il venait de subir quand il entendit du
bruit et vit sortir de la grotte une jeune fille, adorablement belle, qui se dirigea vers la forêt pour couper du bois.
Etonné de rencontrer un être humain dans cette solitude il la suivit et lui adressa la parole.
“Comment, lui dit-il, vous trouvez-vous ainsi sur cette montagne lointaine, dans ces forêts profondes?”
La jeune fille, surprise d’entendre une voix se retourna et sa figure trahit une tristesse extrême, elle ne répondit
pas, il poursuivit:
“Vous êtes seule et malheureuse, je suis hélas, seul et malheureux, ne croyez-vous pas que le Ciel nous a
dirigés l’un vers l’autre pour que nous nous entr’aidions et nous consolions mutuellement dans ce désert?”
La jeune fille fondit en larmes.
“Vous dites vrai, je suis seule ici abandonnée sous le ciel, exposée au soleil et à la pluie, notre rencontre est
miraculeuse, à deux nous supporterons mieux notre misétable condition, qu’il en soit comme vous le désirez.
Ils s’unirent et vécurent ensemble dans la grotte, lui, prenant du gibier et du poisson., elle, cherchant dans la
forêt des fruits et des herbes comestibles et s’occupant des choses de l’intérieur. Vainement, quand le soir ils
reposaient côte à côte, il la pressait de lui raconter son histoire, elle se renfermait dans un silence obstiné et ne
voulait lui dire ni le nom de son pays ni celui de ses parents.
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Un jour que le mari peignait les cheveux de sa femme, il aperçut une longue cicatrice; surpris, il la questionna
sur l’origine de cette blessure. Elle lui répondit enpleurant:
“Il y a dix ans, mon frère me frappa à la tête d’un coup de maillet et je dus m’enfuir de la maison paternelle; je
vous ai toujours caché mon nom de famille, je vais vous le dire aujourd’hui, mon père s’appelait Tô.”
Le mari, entendant cela, recula avec épouvante: il venait de reconnaître sa propre sœur. Plein d’horreur pour
lui-même et honteux de l’inceste qu’il avait commis, il voulut cependant n’en rien dire à la pauvre femme, mais le
lendemain il résolut tout à coup d’entreprendre un voyage sous un prétexte quelconque, en recommandant à sa
femme de l’attendre pendant six mois et il partit.
Tô-Thi attendit patiemment et au bout de six mois monta sur la montagne pour voir du côté du Nord si son
mari n’allait pas revenir, elle ne l’aperçut pas; le lendemain elle y retourna, et ainsi de suite chaque jour pendant
six autres mois. Hélas il ne revint jamais, et la pauvre Tô-Thi, les yeux desséchés à force d’avoir pleuré, finit par
mourir de chagrin. Son corps fut changé en pierre: c’est la pierre de Vong Phu, qui se dresse debout, au sommet de
la montagne.
13
Autrefois vivait dans le pays des Châu un homme fort riche, mais excessivement enclin au plaisir des sens.
Ayant appris qu‘il y avait non loin de chez lui un génie très puissant, il vendit tout son bien pour la somme de
dix mille ligatures et porta le tout à la pagode de ce génie, en le priant de lui accorder en échange la réalisation de
trois souhaits à son choix.
Le génie y consentit, lui remit trois baguettes d’encens. et lui recommanda d’en brûler une chaque fois qu’il
formulerait un souhait.
Il s’en retournait plein de joie du succès de sa démarche et songeait à ce qu’il pourrait bien demander
d’extraordinaire pour assouvir la soif de libertinage, lorsque tout à coup il aperçut un cortège venant de son côté,
c’était un mariage.
L’epousée était entourée d’un groupe qe jeunes filles si jolies, si fraîches, que notre homme sentit s’éveiller en
lui un monde de désir: il voulut en choisir une, mais, en les examinant, il découvrit dans chacune d’elles des
perfections telles, qu’il se prit à les désirer toutes également et ne put se résoudre à faire un choix.
Comme il ne pouvait les possedér toutes à la fois sa passion s’exaspérait et il était fort malheureux, quand il se
souvint des des baguettes d’encens; il en saisit une, la fit brûler et souhaita de pouvoir posséder toutes ces filles à
la fois.
Son souhait ne tarda pas à se réaliser, il ressentît sur tout son corps une impression étrange, et s’aperçut avec
épouvante que les attributs du sexe masculin s’étaient multipliés sur sa personne et avaient même envahi sa
figure.
Objet d’horreur pour lui-même, il s’empressa de brûler une autre baguette en en s’écriant:
“Que taus ces organes disparaissent!”
Ils disparurent tous, en effet, et il resta eunuque.
Il en flit d’abord enchanté, tant avait été grand son désespoir, mais réfléchissant que, malgré la santé, malgré la
richesse, l’homme dans cet état n’est qu’un être misérable et incomplet, il brûla la dernière baguette pour
reconquérir ce qu’il avait si sottement perdu.
14
Un chinois géomancien, venu en Annam pour exercer son art, découvrit, dans un lac profond, un dragon d’or
qu’a de certains indices il reconnut pour être doué d’une, puissance supérieure à celie de tous les autres dragons.
On sait que les dragons sont les dispensateurs de la puissance et du bonheur en ce monde. Quand un homme
parvient à placer les ossements de son père dans la gueule d’un pareil dragon, il est sûr de devenir roi. Notre
chinois ne l’ignorait pas, mais comme il ne savait pas nager, il fit un paquet des os de son père et chercha dans la
contrée un habile plongeur qui consentit à descendre au fond du lac et à placer ce paquet dans la gueule du
dragon; il promettait un lingot d’argent en cas de réussite.
Le lac était profond, personne n’osait tenter l’aventure et le Chinois désespérait de l’entreprise lorsqu’un jeune
homme, un jour, se présenta pour descendre au fond du lac; le Chinois accepta avec enthousiasme et offrit
spontanément de doubler la somme promise; ils prirent rendez-vous pour le lendemain au bord du lac et le jeune
homme retourna chez lui.
Ce plongeur était d’une habileté sans égale; fils d’une femme et d’une loutre, il participait ,des qualités
amphibies de son père et pouvait impunément séjourner sous les eaux. Sa mère seule vivait encore et l’on
conservait les ossements du père suspendus dans un coin de la case. Il prit ces ossements, les réduisit en poudre,
les mélangea à du riz, en fit un gêteau et le lendemain, porteur de ce gâteau, il se présenta au Chinois en lui disant:
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“Peut-être l’expedition sera-t-elle longue et difficile, permettez-moi d’emporter des provisions.”
Le Chinois, sans défiance, se prit à rire de cette précaution et remit au jeune homme le paquet qu’il avait
préparé. Le jeune homme s’en saisit et plongea.
Quand il fut descendu au fond du lac, il se trouva en face du dragon d’or; celui-ci ouvrait une gueule
formidable. Le jeune homme prit son temps et, regardant autour de lui, aperçut une pierre qu’il souleva et sous
laquelle il mit le paquet du Chinois; puis, saisissant le gâteau dans lequel il avail introduit les os de son père, il le
précipita dans la gueule du dragon qui se referma immédiatement.
Lorque le Chinois vit revenir le plongeur, il se réjouit et lui remit la somme convenue, puis, il rentra dans son
pays, attendant les événements qui devaient le placer sur le trône. Il les attendrait encore s’il n’était pas mort
depuis près de trois mille ans; ce fut le jeune homme qui devint roi, il règna sous le nom de Dinh Thiên Hoang.
(Environ mille ans avant l’ère chrétienne.)
15
Au fond du fleuve Rouge se trouve un dragon immense et étincelant dont la gueule est toujours béante, le trône
est réservé à celui qui arrivera à mettre les ossement de son père dans la gueule de ce dragon; mais la chose n’est
pas facile car quiconque ose regarder ce dragon face à face devient aveugle.
Un homme, très avise fit un jour cette réflexion:
“Si je ne risque qu’un œil, je le perdrai sans doute, mais il m’en restera un et je pourrai régner.”
Il se couvrit la moitié de la figure avec la main, plongea et parvint à mettre les os de son père dans la gueule du
dragon.
Il resta borgne, mais devint roi, ce fut le fondateur de la dynastie des Hung.
Lorsque le général Chinois Cao Bien qui était magicien, s’empara de l’Annam, il eut à traverser le grand
fleuve, à cet endroit encombré de rochers; voulant ouvrir un passage aux jonques de ses soldats, il employa la
foudre pour briser les rochers.
Cette action violente rompit les veines du dragon et le fleuve depuis ce temps roule des eaux ensanglantées.
C’est pourquoi on l’appelle le fleuve Rouge.
278.125 1. Indochina (1921) 2. Letter From Abroad (1941) 3. To The Nation (1956) 4. Appeal On The
Occasion Of 20 July 1969 (1969) 5. Testament (1969)\fn{by Ho Chi Minh aka Nguyen Ai Quoc (1890-1969)} Kim Lien
Village, Nam Dan District, Nghe An Province, Vietnam (M) 5
1
It is wrong to say that this country, inhabited by more than 20 million exploited people, is now ripe for
revolution; but even more wrong to say that it doesn’t want a revolution and is satisfied with the regime, as claim
our masters.
The truth is that the Indochinese people have no means of education and action. They can have neither press,
meetings, associations, nor travels. It is a veritable crime for one of them to be found in possession of foreign
newspapers or periodicals with somewhat advanced opinions, or a French working-class publication.
Alcohol and opium, as well as the subsidized colonial press in the pay of the authorities, complete the govern ment’s obscurantist undertaking. The guillotine and prisons do the rest.
Morally and physically poisoned, gagged and penned up, this human herd may be thought to be forever destined to the altar of the capitalist god, to have stopped living and thinking, to be of no use in social transformation.
Not at all!
The Indochinese are not dead, they still live, they will live forever. Systematic poisoning by colonial capitalism has not stamped out their vitality, even less their consciousness. The wind from working-class Russia,
revolutionary China or militant India has cured them of intoxication.
It is true that they don’t get educated by books or speeches, but in another fashion. Suffering, destitution and
brutal oppression are their only educators, and while the socialists are remiss about their education, the colonial
and native\fn{Mandarin} bourgeoisie are paying it affectionate attention.
The Indochinese are making tremendous progress and, occasion permitting, will show themselves to be worthy
of their masters. Under a mask of passivity, they hide something that is seething, rumbling and will, when the time
comes, explode formidably.
It is up to the elite to hasten the coming of that moment.
The tyranny of capitalism has prepared the round: the only thing for socialism to do is to sow the seeds of
emancipation.
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Venerable elders! Patriotic personalities! Intellectuals, peasants, workers, traders and soldiers!
Dear fellow countrymen!
Since France was defeated by Germany, its power has completely collapsed. Nevertheless, with regard to our
people, the French rulers have become even more ruthless in carrying out their policy of exploitation, repression
and massacre.
They bleed us white and carry out a barbarous policy of all-out terrorism and massacre. In the foreign field,
bowing their heads and bending their knees, they resign themselves to ceding part of our land to Siam and shamelessly surrendering our country to Japan.
As a result our people are writhing under a double yoke of oppression.
They serve not only as beasts of burden to the French bandits but also as slaves to the Japanese robbers.
Alas! What sin have our people committed to be doomed to such a wretched fate? Plunged into such tragic
suffering are we to await death with folded arms?
No! Certainly not!
The twenty-odd million descendants of the Lac and the Hong\fn{ A reference to the mythical dynasty of Hong-Bang
(2879-258BC) and its progenitor, Lac Long Quan} are resolved not to let themselves be kept in servitude. For nearly
eighty years under the French pirates’ iron heels we have unceasingly and selflessly struggled for national independence and freedom. The heroism of our predecessors, such as Phan Dinh Phung, Hoang Hoa Tham and Luong
Ngoc Quyen and the glorious feats of the insurgents of Thai Nguyen, Yen Bai, Nghe An and Ha Tinh provinces
will live forever in our memory. The recent uprisings in the South and at Do Luong and Bac Son testify to the determination of our compa-triots to follow the glorious example of their ancestors and to annihilate the enemy.
If we were not successftil, it was not because the French bandits were strong, but only because the situation
was not yet ripe and our people throughout the country were not yet of one mind.
Now, the opportunity has come for our liberation. France itself is unable to help the French colonialists rule
over our country. As for the Japanese, on the one hand bogged down in China, on the other hampered by the British and American forces, they certainly cannot use all their strength against us.
If our entire people are solidly united we can certainly get the better of the best-trained armies of the French
and the Japanese.
Fellow countrymen! Rise up! Let us emulate the dauntless spirit of the Chinese people! Rise up without delay!
Let us organize the Association for National Salvation to fight the French and the Japanese!
Dear fellow countrymen! A few hundred years ago, in the reign of the Tran, when our country faced the great
danger of invasion by Yuan armies the elders ardently called on their sons and daughters throughout the country to
stand up as one man to kill the enemy. Finally they saved their people and their glorious memory will live for
ever.
Let our elders and patriotic personalities follow the illustrious example set by our forefathers.
Notables, soldiers, workers, peasants, traders, civil servants, youth and women who warmly love your country!
At present national liberation stands above everything. Let us unite and overthrow the Japanese, the French and
their lackeys in order to save our people from their present dire straits.
Dear fellow countrymen!
National salvation is the common cause of our entire people. Every Vietnamese must take part in it. He who
has money will contribute his money, he who has strength will contribute his strength, he who has talent will
contribute his talent.
For my part I pledge to follow in your steps and devote all my modest abilities to the service of the country and
am ready for the supreme sacrifice.
Revolutionary fighters!
The hour has struck! Raise aloft the banner of insurrection and lead the people throughout the country to overthrow the Japanese and the French! The sacred call of the fatherland is resounding in our ears; the ardent blood of
our heroic predecessors is seething in our hearts! The fighting spirit of the people is mounting before our eyes!
Let us united and unify our action to overthrow the Japanese and the French.
The Vietnamese revolution will certainly triumph!
The world revolution will certainly triumph!
3
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Dear fellow countrymen,
For nearly a century, our people heroically struggled against the colonialists. The result was the triumph of the
August Revolution and the founding of the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam.
But the perfidious colonialists provoked war in an attempt to reconquer our country. After nearly nine years of
ex-tremely heroic and hard struggle by our entire people, the resistance was victorious. The Geneva Agreements
restored peace, recognized Viet Nam’s independence, sovereignty, unity and territorial integrity and stipulated that
free general elections be held throughout the country in July 1956 to reunify the country.
Strictly implementing the Geneva Agreements, the government of the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam has
repea-tedly proposed to the South Viet Nam authorities the holding of a consultative conference with a view to
organizing free general elections to reunify the country.
But the US imperialists and the pro-American authorities in South Viet Nam, scheming to divide our country
per-manently, have prevented the holding of free general elections at the time prescribed by the Geneva
Agreements. They are acting against the interests of our fatherland and our people’s wishes.
Faced with this situation, our sacred duty is to continue to struggle with determination for the implementation
of the Geneva Agreements, the reunification of our country by peaceful means on the basis of independence and
democracy, and for the completion of the glorious task of national liberation.
Our present line is closely and broadly to unite the entire people from North to South within the Viet Nam
Father-land Front, endeavour to consolidate the North and make it a strong base for the struggle for national
reunification.
All honest Vietnamese can only approve of and support this noble aim. That is why we advocate a broad union
of all Vietnamese at home and abroad who love their fatherland and stand for peace and unity. On the strength of
this unity, we will make continuous efforts to bring the North and the South ever closer to each other, and will
struggle with determination to consolidate peace, achieve reunification, and bring independence and democracy to
the whole country.
*
Our present political struggle is a long, hard and complex one, but it will certainly be victorious.
Victory is certain because our cause is just, our people are closely united and of one mind, our fellow
countrymen in both South and North are struggling with heroism, the peoples of the world are supporting us, and
the world peace movement is growing stronger every day, while the imperialists’ warlike schemes have suffered
ever more serious failures.
To meet our people’s ardent wishes, which are to consolidate peace and achieve national reunification on the
basis of the Geneva Agreements, the government of the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam proposes these
practical measures:
To restore nomial relations and free movementbetween the two zones; to create the required conditions for
contacts between political, economic, cultural and social organizations of the North and of the South;
To hold a consultative conference between representatives of the two zones in order to discuss the question of
free general elections to reunify the country on the basis of the Geneva Agreements.
Dear fellow countrymen at home and abroad:
Viet Nam will certainly be reunified.
Our people of South and North will certainly be reunited.
Let all unite closely and broadly on the basis of the Programme of the Viet Nam Fatherland Front, participate
wholeheartedly in the patriotic emulation movement, endeavour to consolidate the North and struggle with
determination and perseverance for a peaceful, reunified, independent democratic and prosperous Viet Nam.
Reunification is our people’s road to salvation.
Broad unity is an invincible force.
Thanks to broad unity, our revolution has triumphed, our resistance has been victorious.
With broad unity, our political struggle will certainly win, our country will certainly be reunified.
4
Dear fighters and compatriots throughout the country!
Fifteen years ago, after the glorious victory of Dien Bien Phu, the Geneva Agreements on Viet Nam recognized
our people’s fundamental rights—independence, sovereignty, unity and territorial integrity. These agreements
provided for the holding of free general elections in July 1956 to reunify the whole of Viet Nam.
But the US imperialists have impudently sabotaged the Geneva Agreements, carried out aggression against our
country, and unleashed the most atrocious colonial war in human history.
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Throughout the past fifteen years, our armed forces and people in the whole country, united as one man,
braving all sacrifices and hardships, have fought with sublime heroism against US aggression to save the country.
The US imperi-alists’ aggressive plans have gone bankrupt one after another, they have suffered heavier and
heavier setbacks; our people have gone from success to success, and are sure to win total victory.
The armed forces and people in the North have defeated the US aggressors’ war of destruction.
The armed forces and people in the South are defeating the US “limited war”.
Since the spring of the year Mau Than, the situation has radically changed in our favour, to the disadvantage of
the enemy. Four-fifths of South Viet Nam’s territory with three-quarters of its population have been liberated. In
these conditions of victory, the South Viet Nam Congress of People’s Representatives met and unanimously
elected the Provisional Revolutionary government of the Republic of South Viet Nam\fn{ Founded June 8, 1969} and
the Advisory Council. This government has been promptly recognized by over twenty fraternal and friendly
countries, and warmly hailed by the people of the world.
Betraying the American people’s interests, President Nixon has continued to step up the war of aggression in
the southern part of our country, intensified attacks by B52s and toxic chemicals, launched frenzied air bombings
to destroy our villages and cities and massacre our compatriots, perpetrating new crimes of utmost barbarity.
Nixon is carrying out a scheme for “de-Americanization” of the war in an attempt to use puppet troops to fight
the South Vietnamese people.
At the Paris Conference, the US imperialists have stubbornly put forward extremely absurd demands, and
refused to discuss seriously the reasonable and logical ten-point overall solution advocated by the National Front
for Liberation and the Provisional Revolutionary government of the Republic of South Viet Nam.
Nixon plans to withdraw 25,000 US troops in an attempt to appease American and world public opinion. This
is a trick.
The Vietnamese people firmly demand the withdrawal of all US and satellite troops; not the withdrawal of
25,000 or 250,000 or 500,000 men, but a total, complete, unconditional withdrawal. Only in this way will it be
possible to retrieve the honour of the United States, and to avoid a useless death in South Viet Nam for hundreds
of thousands of young Americans, and suffering and mourning for hundreds of thousands of American families.
After the total withdrawal of the US and satellite troops and the complete liberation of South Viet Nam from
foreign invasion, the Provisional Coalition government, as provided for in the ten-point overall solution, will
organize free and democratic general elections to enable the South Vietnamese people to determine themselves
their own political regime, elect a Constituent Assembly, work out a constitution, and set up the official Coalition
government of South Viet Nam without any foreign country being allowed to interfere.
So long as US troops and the puppet administration remain in existence in South Viet Nam, really free and
democratic general elections will be absolutely impossible.
The defeat of the US imperialists is already evident, yet they have not given up their evil design of clinging to
the southern part of our country.
Our armed forces and people throughout the country, millions as one man, upholding revolutionary heroism
and fearless of sacrifices and hardships, are determined to carry on and step up the war of resistance, with the firm
resolve to fight and win, till the complete withdrawal of US troops and the total collapse of the puppet army and
adminis-tration, in order to liberate the South, defend the North and ultimately achieve peaceful reunification of
the country.
I take this opportunity to express, on behalf of the Vietnamese armed forces and people, our sincere thanks for
the great support and assistance we have received from the world.
I am confident that the fraternal socialist countries, all the peace- and justice-loving governments and peoples,
including progressive people in the United States, will extend increased support and assistance to the Vietnamese
people’s struggle against US aggression, for national salvation, till total victory is gained.
Fighters and compatriots in the whole country, march forward resolutely!
The US imperialist aggressors are doomed to defeat!
The Vietnamese people are sure to win total victory!
5
Even though our people’s struggle against US aggression, for national salvation, may have to go through more
hardships and sacrifices, we are bound to win total victory.
This is a certainty.
I intend, when that comes, to tour both South and North to congratulate our heroic fellow countrymen, cadres
and combatants, and visit old people and our beloved youth and children.
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Then, on behalf of our people, I will go to the fraternal countries of the socialist camp and friendly countries in
the whole world and thank them for their wholehearted support and assistance to our people’s patriotic struggle
against US aggression.
Tu Fu, the famous poet of the Tang period in China, wrote:
In all times, few are those who reach the age of seventy.

This year, being seventy-nine, I can already count myself among those “few”; still, my mind has remained perfectly
lucid, though my health has somewhat declined in comparison with the last few years. When one has seen more than
seventy springs, health deteriorates with one’s growing age. This is no wonder.
But who can say how much longer I shall be able to serve the revolution, the fatherland and the people?
I therefore leave these few lines in anticipation of the day when I shall go and join Karl Marx, Lenin and other
revolutionary elders; this way, our people throughout the country, our comrades in the Party, and our friends in the
world will not be taken by surprise.
*
Thanks to its close unity and total dedication to the working class, the people and the fatherland, our party has
been able, since its founding, to unite, organize and lead our people from success to success in a resolute struggle.
Unity is an extremely precious tradition of our party and people. All comrades, from the Central Committee down to
the cell, must preserve the unity and oneness of mind in the Party like the apple of their eye. Within the Party, to
establish broad democracy and to practise self-criticism and criticism regularly and seriously is the best way to
consolidate and develop solidarity and unity. Comradely affection should prevail.
Ours is a party in power. Each Party member, each cadre, must be deeply imbued with revolutionary morality,
and show industry, thrift, integrity, uprightness, total dedication to the public interest and complete selflessness. Our
party should preserve absolute purity and prove worthy of its role as the leader and very loyal servant of the people.
*
The Working Youth Union members and our young people in general are good; they are always ready to come
forward, fearless of difficulties, and eager for progress. The Party must foster their revolutionary virtues and train
them to be our successors, both “red” and “expert”, in the building of socialism. The training and education of
future revolutionary generations is of great importance and necessity.
*
Our labouring people, in the plains as in the mountains, have for generation after generation endured hardships,
feudal and colonial oppression and exploitation; they have in addition experienced many years of war.
Yet our people have shown great heroism, courage, enthusiasm and industriousness. They have always followed the Party since it came into being, with unqualified loyalty.
The Party must work out effective plans for economic and cultural development so as constantly to improve
the life of our people.
*
The war of resistance against US aggression may drag on. Our people may have to face new sacrifices of life and
property.
Whatever happens, we must keep firm our resolve to fight the US aggressors till total victory.
Our mountains will always be, our rivers will always be, our people will always be.
The American invaders defeated, we will rebuild our land ten times more beautiful.
*
No matter what difficulties and hardships lie ahead, our people are sure of total victory.
The US imperialists will certainly have to quit.
Our fatherland will certainly be reunified. Our fellow countrymen in the South and in the North will certainly be
reunited under the same roof.
We, a small nation, will have earned the signal honour of defeating, through heroic struggle, two big imperial-isms
—the French and the American—and of making a worthy contribution to the world national liberation move-ment.
*
Being a man who has devoted his whole life to the revolution, the more proud I am of the growth of the
international communist and workers’ movement, the more pained I am by the current discord among the fraternal
parties.
I hope that our party will do its best to contribute effectively to the restoration of unity among the fraternal
parties on the basis of Marxism-Leninism and proletarian internationalism, in a way which conforms to both reason and sentiment.
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I am firmly confident that the fraternal parties and countries will have to unite again.
*
All my life, I have served the fatherland, the revolution and the people with all my heart and strength. If I should
now depart from this world, I would have nothing to regret, except not being able to serve longer and more.
When I am gone, a grand funeral should be avoided in order not to waste the people’s time and money.
Finally, to the whole people, the whole Party, the whole army, to my nephews and nieces, the youth and
children, I leave my boundless love.
I also convey my cordial greetings to our comrades and friends, and to the youth and children throughout the
world.
My ultimate wish is that our entire party and people, closely joining their efforts, will build a peaceful, reunified, independent, democratic and prosperous Viet Nam, and make a worthy contribution to the world revolution.
158.78 Two excerpts from Quand La Lampe S’éteint\fn{by Ngo Tat To (1894-1954)} Tu Son District, Bac Ninh
Province, Vietnam (M) 3
1
… En voyant revenir sa mère, le petit Dan sautilla comme un merle:
“Maman, où es-tu allée depuis ce matin? As-tu acheté du riz? Pourquoi reviens-tu les mains vides?”
De la cuisine, sa sœur Ty le gronda:
“Je t’ai dit que maman n’a plus d’argent, et tu continues á l’embêter avec tes questions! Est-ce que tu crois que
les gens nous vendront à crédit? Assez! Les patates sont cuites, laissemoi te servir, petit monsieur, et ne tourmente
plus maman.”
Prenant sa plus jeune sœur dans ses bras, elle courut au devant de sa mère:
“Enfin, maman, te voilà! Est-ce que le chef de village a fait détacher papa? Pourquoi ton chapeau conique estil tout déchiré? Pourquoi cette bande sur ta main?”
Sans lui répondre, Chi Zau prit distraitement la petite dans ses bras et s’assit sur le bord du bat-flanc de
bambou. Ty babillait avec elle tout en caressant la tête de Tiou:
“Cette petite demoiselle n’a pas été sage aujourd’hui, maman! Tu étais à peine partie qu’elle s’est mise à
pleurer sans arrèt. Il n’y avait pas moyen de la faire taire. Si je l’asseyais sur; le bat-flanc, elle s’agrippait à moi et
cherchait à se lever. J’ai été obligée de la tenir à califourchon sur ma hanche tout en lavant les patates et en allant
chercher du feu pour la cuisine. Le bois était très humide, j’avais beau souffler, impossible de l’allumer. J’ai
pourtant fait cuire cette marmite de patates! Est-ce que je suis une petite fille bien sage, maman?”
Chi Zau gardait toujours le silence. Tristement elle détacha son corsage et dégagea un sein couvert de veines
bleues. Pressant fortement sur la mamelle, elle fit gicler le lait aigre sur le sol.
Debout à côté de sa mère, le petit Dan regardait jaillir le lait avec des yeux pleins de désir et de regret.
Tiou grognait sans quitter les seins flasques de sa mère qui manquait de lait. Elle abandonnait une mamelle
pour prendre l’autre, suçait un téton, caressait l’autre, s’amusait avec comme un jeune chat fait sauter entre ses
pattes une vessie dégonflée.
La mère plissa le nez, et fit entendre un léger murmure d’impatience. Elle souffrait de voir son garçon
malheureux. Mais elle le supportait de son mieux, et massait son sein sans arrèt pour faire venir le lait.
Une odeur de patates bouillies s’éleva dans la pièce. Ty en apportait un petit panier qu’elle po sa contre le pied
d’une colonne.
“Elles sont brûlantes, dit-elle à son frère. N’y touche pas.”
Elle courut prendre deux grands bols et une paire de baguettes pour retirer les plus gros tubercules du panier et
les mit dans un bol qu’elle posa sur le bat-flanc.
“Sers-toi, maman!”
Puis, sautant sur le bat-flanc disjoint, elle se hissa sur la pointe des pieds pour poser l’autre bol sur l’autel des
ancêtres.
“C’est pour papa! dit-elle à son frère. Il mangera à son retour. Si tu y touches, je ne t’emmènerai plus
promener.
Mais le petit ne l’écoutait pas, il restait à côté du panier en ravalant bruyamment sa salive. Ty courut chercher
un éventail de bambou tressé pour faire refroidir plus vite les tubercules. Quand ils cessèrent de furner, elle s’assit
par terre avec son frère, et ils prirent chacun une patate qu’ils-portèrent à la bouche, après avoir soufflé dessus et
sans même les peler. Ils avalaient gloutonnement comme un fauve en cage à qui l’on vient de jeter un quartier de
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bœuf. Ils ne s’arrâtaient que pour cracher les morceaux trop gâtés ou les fibres qui refusaient de céder sous leurs
dents.
A voir les gestes innocents de ses enfants, la mère souffrait, comme si on lui avait déchiré les entrailles à coups
de couteau. Elle ne cessait de pleurer. Ty ne comprenait pas son chagrin et la pressait de manger.
“Sers-toi, maman, pour avoir du lait pour ma petite sœur. Tu n’as rien pris depuis ce matin, tu dois mourir de
faim.”
Mais Chi Zau n’en était que plus triste et n’en pleurait que davantage.
Soucieuse, Ty rapprocha encore le bol de patates de sa mêre:
“Mange donc, maman! Pourquoi attendre! Je ne mangerai pas si tu ne manges pas.
Pour lui faire plaisir, Chi Zau prit une patate qu’elle posa sur le bat-fianc. La fillette sembla se douter de
quelque chose et elle demanda avec affection:
“C’est le coup de poing de ce matin qui te fait mal?”
Sa mère essuya ses larmes:
“Mais non mon enfant!”
“Alors pourquoi pleures-tu toujours sans vouloir prendre de patates? Tu crois que nous n’en avons pas assez?
Nous n’avons plus faim. Mon frère et moi, nous avons mangé tout le reste du panier. Allons, mange-les, mange
tout le bol, maman! Sinon tu n’auras pas de lait pour ma petite sœur.”
La mère dut faire un effort pour ne pas pleurer:
“Mais non, je n’en veux pas, je te donne rna part. C’est le dernier repas que tu prends à la maison. Je ne
prendrai pas ta part. Mange à ta faim, sans rien me laisser, ma fille.”
Ty eut peur d’avoir compris. Elle pâlit et demanda d’un air embarrassé:
“Alors … oú prendrai-je le prochain repas?”
La mere fut secouée par les sanglots, elle jeta sur sa fille un regard douloureux.
“Tu mangeras chez monsieur le représentant, au village de Doai.”
La fillette sursauta camille si la foudre venait de tomber près d’elle, jeta sa patate dans le panier, et cria au
milieu de ses larmes:
“C’est vrai que tu m’as vendue, maman? Par pitié, maman, je t’en supplie, je suis encore trop petite, ne me
vends pas, aie pitié de moi! Laisse-moi à la maison pour m’amuser avec mon petit frère et rna petite sœur!”
Le petit Dan, lui aussi, se mit à pleurer et à crier, il abandonna le panier de patates, se leva et, tout en se
dandinant et en roulant ses petites fesses nues, répéta ce qu’il avait dit le matin:
“Non! Je ne veux pas! Je ne veux pas qu’on vende Ty! Non! Si vous voulez, vendez l’autre, vendez la petite
Tiou!”
La mère était si bouleversée qu’elle ne put rien dire. Elle baissa la tête, accablée, et regarda le bébé auquel elle
donnait le sein. Une mèche de cheveux tomba sur ses sourcils arqués. Sur ses joues empourprées, de grosses
larmes glissaient, brillantes comme les gouttes de rosée sur une fleur qui vient de s’épanouir au matin. …
2
… Le soleil qui se couchait à l’horizon jetait des reflets d’or sur la cime des bambous. Des pies jacassaient
dans le carambolier. Sur l’aréquier, des moineaux piaillaient.
Debout au milieu de la cour dallée, le representant. Quê frisait ses moustaches en contemplant deux pigeons
qui roucouIaient devant le colombier. En voyant entrer Chi Zau et sa fille, il se renfrogna:
“Pourquoi arrivez-vous si tard toutes leg deux? Vous faites attendre les gens une éternité! On ne peut avoir
affaire à vous sans prendre une crise de nerfs. Vous ne serez donc jamais capables d’arriver à l’heure!”
La mère et la fille s’inclinèrent respectueusement:
“Mes respects, monsieur, mon mari est ligoté dans la maison commune, j’ai dû attendre longtemps avant qu’on
le délie pour qu’il puisse signer l’acte … De plus, la route est assez longue, et je ne marche pas très vite. Veuillez
bien m’excuser, monsieur!”
“Madame est dans le salon, va lui montrer ta fille et lui parler!”
Se tournant vers le fond de la cour, il appela un domestique:
“Que quelqu’un aille retenir les chiens!
Comme un valet de comédie, le cuisinier répondit un “oui” obséquieux, prit un bâton pour chasser les bêtes, et
conduisit la mère, la fille et leur chienne jusqu’au corps de logis où Chi Zau s’était déjà rendue le matin.
Les premières paroles de madame furent une semonce:
“J’ai dit de bien couvrir les chiots pour les protéger du soleil, pourquoi t’es-tu contentée de ce misérable
couvercle de bambou tressé?”
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Chi Zau, interloquée, ne peut que bredouiller: “Mes excuses, madame.” Elle pria le cuisinier d’attacher la
chienne à une colonne et posa délicatement le panier de petits chiens sur le plancher.
Madame regard a Ty du coin de l’œil.
“Ton mari et toi, dit-elle à la mère d’une voix perçante, vous avez osé affirmer tous les deux que la petite a
déjà sept ans. Peut-on donner sept ans à cette gamine pas plus grosse que le poing? Je m’en doutais bien! De leur
vie, ces gens-là ne pourront donc jamais dire un mot de vrai!”
“Madame, nous n’oserions vous mentir. Ma fille a vraiment sept ans, son petit frère en a cinq, et sa petite sœur,
deux. J’ai en tout trois enfants.”
Le representant qui venait d’arriver de la cour, pointa son doigt sur la figure de Chi Zau, d’un air menaçant:
“Tais-toi! Pas de jacasseries ici! On s’en fiche de savoir combien tu as d’enfants! Plus tu en ponds, plus tu
pourras en vendre. A quai seraient-ils bons, tes enfants? Ouvre le panier … et fais-moi voir les chiots!”
Madame approuva son mari:
“Regardez vous-même! Peut-on croire ce qu’elle raconte?”
Puis se tournant vers Chi Zau:
“Fais attention! sinon je vous mets taus à la porte et je n’achète plus rien. Est-ce que par hasard tu crois parler
à quel-qu’un de ton espèce? Je viens à peine d’ouvrir la bouche que que déjà tu récrimines! Menteuse! Ta fillette
est grosse comme le poing, et tu oses prétendre qu’elle a sept ans. Tu crois peut-étre parler au chien?”
Le visage de la petite Ty qui s’était blottie derrière une colonne, était devenu aussi soucieux que si elle avait
brusquement vieilli de plusieurs années en quelques instants. Lasse et hébétée, sa mère restait assise, des larmes
brillantes au bout des cils.
Les veines bleu noir qui gonflaient sur les tempes du représentant n’annonçaient rien de bon.
“Cette imbécile n’a pas encore enlevé le couvercle pour montrer ses chiens! Si tu les regrettes, reprends-les et
emporte-les!”
Les larmes de la mère tombaient une à une sur les dalles de la véranda cependant qu’elle s’appliquait à
dénouer la lanière qui femiait le panier. Quand elle eut posé le couvercle sur le plancher, le conseiller s’accroupit à
côté d’elle et prit les quatre chiots l’un après l’autre, par la nuque. Il leur examina les oreilles, les yeux, la langue,
les pattes, le ventre, la queue et la poitrine, s’attardant parfois à en caresser un pour apprécier son poil. Il regarda
ensuite la chienne pendant un long moment, d’un œil de connaisseur. Un instant après, un peu radouci, il rentra
s’asseoir en tailleur sur le lit de camp.
“Montre-moi l’acte de vente! dit-il à Chi Zau.”
Elle retira le papier de son corsage, et, s’inclinant respectueusement, le posa sur le lit de camp.
Le représentant se borna à examiner minutieusement le cachet du chef du village. Quand il l’eut assez regardé
en tous sens, il se tourna vers un petit domestique:
“Va me chercher quelques bols de riz froid et apportes-en suffisamment pour que je voie comment mangent ces
chiens.”
Après un oui respectueux, nettement articulé, le garçon courut à toutes jambes jusqu’aux dépendances.
Chi Zau et sa fille, blotties l’une contre l’autre, se tenaient respectueusement à l’écart, assises au pied d’une
colonne, et se regardaient de leurs yeux baignés de larmes. Les quatre petits chiens s’étaient hasardés jusqu’au
bord de la véranda, et cherchaient du museau les mamelles de leur mère. A les voir, le conseiller se sentit tout
ragaillardi:
“Regardez un peu, dit-il à sa femme. Aucun n’a la queue droite, n’est-ce pas??
“C’est ce qu’il me semble. Je crois bien que vous avez raison, lui répondit madame.” …
59.115 You Must Live\fn{by Khai Hung aka Tran Khanh Giu (1896-1947)} Hai Duong Province, Vietnam (M) 3
A summer afternoon on the Yen Phu dike.
*
The water of the Nhi Ha River had just begun to rise, flowing powerfully, as if it wanted to yank loose the
small island in the middle of the river. The dull red water was littered with tree trunks and dead branches from the
forests, bobbing like a line of small boats racing swiftly toward the open sea.
Standing on the dike, the bricklayer’s assistant Thuc followed the driftwood intently, then turned to his wife
and fixed his gaze upon her, asking silently for her opinion. Observing the river and the sky, his wife shook her
head and sighed.
“The wind’s so strong. And those black clouds on the horizon are rolling in fast. It’ll rain soon, honey!”
He also sighed, walking away slowly. Then he paused and asked her,
“Have you made dinner yet, dear?”
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“Yes, but there’s only enough rice for the two children to eat tonight,” she told him sadly.
The couple looked at each other without a word. They seemed fixated by the same idea, one that compelled
them to return to the river. The tree trunks continued to rush by in the red water. Thuc smiled a rather vague smile.
“Let’s risk it!” he ventured. She shook her head, without saying anything.
“Did you go to Mrs. Ky’s house yet?” he asked.
“I did.”
“How did it go?”
“No good. She said she’ll only hand over the money if we bring her the driftwood first. She won’t give us a
loan beforehand.”
“So that's the way it is, huh?” His words sounded as final as the last swipes of a trowel putting a brick into
place on a still-unfinished wall. Thuc was resolved to carry out something extraordinary, so he turned again to
face his wife.
“Listen! You go home now and take care of the boy Bo.”
“He already has the girls Nhon and Be to play with.”
“But it would still be better if you go home. Nhon has only just turned five; how could she possibly take care
of her little brother and sister?”
“I’ll go home then. But you’ll also come home, right? What are you doing standing there?”
“Sure, sure, you go ahead. I’ll be right along.”
Obeying him, Thuc’s wife went back to the village of Yen Phu. When she got home to the rundown house,
musty and dark, Thuc’s wife lingered in the doorway, painfully observing their poverty. Crowded together on the
matless wooden kang were her three children, weeping and sobbing, calling out for their mother. The boy Bo was
crying to be breast-fed. He hadn’t had anything in his stomach since noon. The girl Nhon patted her brother but he
didn’t stop crying, and this made her lips start to quiver. She urged her sister Be,
“You go look for Mom and tell her to come home and feed him.”
But Be refused to go and flung herself onto the kang, cursing and yelling. Thuc’s wife rushed over to them and
picked up the baby, comforting him.
“Oh dear! I’m never home, and here I’ve let my child go hungry. And now he’s crying.”
She sat down on the kang to breast-feed him. But no matter how much he sucked, no milk came. His mouth
opened to release his mother’s breast and he howled even louder than before. Thuc’s wife sighed, and tears glinted
in her sunken eyes. She stood up, moving about the room while singing a lullaby. She tried to comfort him again.
“Oh dear! I haven’t had anything to eat, so there’s no milk for you, my child.”
After a little while, the boy fell asleep from exhaustion.
Meanwhile, the house had become quiet. The two sisters had been chased into the street to play so their brother
could sleep undisturbed.
Thuc’s wife sat there silently and reflected on her life. In her unsophisticated, unimaginative mind, the plain
country woman had never known how to put her memories in order. The things she could recall appeared to her as
a jumble of shapes of people and objects, jostling for their place in a picture. Of only one thing was she sure,
remembering very distinctly that she had never enjoyed any happiness or leisure like wealthy people.
*
When she was twelve or thirteen, still using her maiden name Lac, she worked as a mortar mixer. Her life was
nothing unusual. Day after day, month after month, year after year …
At seventeen, there came a time when she and the bricklayer’s assistant Thuc worked in the same place, she as
a mortar mixer, and he as an apprentice. They teased each other, fell in love, and then got married.
For five long years, in the rundown, musty house at the foot of the Yen Phu dike, there had been nothing tranquil to speak of in the empty lives of these two miserable human beings. Their misery only grew when they had
three children in three successive years.
On top of that, it was a time of hardship, with scarce work and low wages, forcing them to try a little of this, a
little of that. They labored endlessly day after day, not able to support themselves or their children.
During last year’s flood season, the assistant Thuc unexpectedly stumbled on a new way of making a living.
He borrowed some money to buy a small bamboo boat. The two of them took it out daily to catch driftwood in the
middle of the river. After two months, he was not only able to pay his debt, but earned more than enough to spend
unconcernedly. So in this year of poverty, the couple had anxiously awaited the day when the floodwaters would
come again.
Then only the day before, Heaven began to deliver a livelihood to his family. Thinking of that, Lac smiled to
herself, very softly putting her son down on his cloth diaper. She tiptoed outside and went up to the dike, seemingly resolved to carry out her plan.
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*
When she reached the dike, Lac didn’t see her husband anywhere. The wind was as strong as ever, howling
fiercely, and the current hurtled like a thundering waterfall. Lac looked up at the sky—it was so dark. She stood
there thinking, the tails of her blouse flapping noisily like waves crashing against the shore.
Suddenly an idea struck her, sending her sprinting in a panic down the dike toward the river. Reaching the
place where the small boat was moored, Lac spotted her husband wrestling with the knot of bamboo strips that
secured it. She watched her husband quietly, waiting for him to finish the task, then stepped into the boat.
“Where are you planning to go, honey?” asked Lac. Thuc scowled at his wife.
“Why didn’t you stay home with the boy?” he scolded her. Lac was frightened and stammered,
“He’s … he’s asleep.”
“What did you come here for?”
“Where are you taking the boat?”
“What are you asking me for? Go home!” Lac covered her face with her hands and sobbed. Thuc was moved.
“Why are you crying?”
“Because you’re going out to catch the driftwood by yourself and won’t let me go with you.”
Thuc thought it over, glancing up at the sky and then down at the water. He then told his wife,
“You can’t go … it’s too dangerous.” Lac laughed.
“If it’s so dangerous, then let’s brave it together. But there’s nothing to be afraid of. I can swim.”
“Okay!”
His response sounded so cold that Lac shivered. The wind continued to roar and the water raged. The sky was
growing darker by the minute.
“Are you frightened?” Thuc asked.
“No.”
The couple began to guide the boat towards the middle of the river, with Thuc steering and his wife paddling.
They struggled against the force of the current, fighting to turn the bow upstream. But the boat was swept downriver, bobbing up and down in the silty water like a dead bamboo leaf sinking in a puddle of blood, like a
mosquito drowning in an inkwell.
*
It wasn’t until a half-hour had passed that the boat reached the middle of the river. Thuc kept a tight hold on
the helm while his wife hauled up the wood. After a short while, the boat was almost full. The couple was about to
make their way back to the riverbank when it started to pour. Suddenly thunder and lightning tore through the
black clouds, as if the whole world was ooming apart.
The small boat grew heavy with water. They tried to paddle, but were swept away by the force of the water.
“Good heavens!” they yelled out.
The boat was sinking. The logs that had been hauled up onto the boat now joined their former companions in
the river, and floated away indifferently, carrying with them the capsized boat.
“Do you think you can swim to the shore?” Thuc asked his wife.
“Sure!” she answered with certainty.
“Swim with the current. Ride the waves!”
“Sure! Don’t worry about me!”
The rain was still coming down hard, and the thunder and lightning continued unabated. They felt as if they
had fallen into an abyss. Soon Thuc saw that his wife was close to the point of exhaustion, so he swam over to her.
“How do you feel?” he asked.
“Okay! Don’t worry!”
She had just uttered those words when her head went under. It took all her strength just to come to the surface
again. Thuc hurried to her rescue. With one arm grasping his wife, he used his other arm to paddle. Lac smiled,
looking at him with tenderness. He smiled back. A moment later, Thuc said,
“I’m too tired. Hold on to my shoulder and let me swim! I can’t hold your weight anymore.”
After a few minutes, Thuc was even more drained, and his arms felt limp.
“Can you keep swimming?” his wife asked gently.
“I don’t know. By myself, maybe I could.”
“I’ll let go of you so you can get to shore, okay?” He laughed.
“No! Let’s die together.” It was only a moment, but to Lac it felt like an eternity.
“Lac my dear! Do you think you can swim anymore?” her husband asked again.
“No! … Why?”
“Nothing. We’ll die together then.” Suddenly Lac spoke in a trembling voice.
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“Baby Bo! Daughter Nhon! Daughter Be! … No! You must live!”
All at once Thuc felt much lighter. His heavy burden no longer weighed him down. Thinking only of the children, Lac had silently released her hold on him and sunk to the bottom of the river, allowing her husband to swim
to the bank.
*
Electric lights shone brightly on the riverbank. The wind had died down, and the waves were calm. A man
holding a baby boy sat crying, with two small girls at his side.
It was Thuc the bricklayer’s assistant and his children.
They had come down to the riverbank to say their last good-byes to the soul of the woman who had sacrificed
her life out of love for her children.
*
In all its immensity, the water of the river continued to flow, indifferently.
158.66 Excerpt from To Tam\fn{by Hoang Ngoc Phach (1896-1973)} Dong Thai Village, Ha Tinh Province, Vietnam
(M) 5
… Bien des fois, je lui ai demandé pourquoi elle n’avait jamais sougé à se marier, mais elle refusait toujours
obstinément de me répondre. Elle avait beau ne rien dire, je n’en connaissais pas moins la raison de son refus.
Simplement, j’eusse aimé la lui entendre dire afin d’agir en conséquence. À chaque fois, j’affectais de lui faire
tête, ne parlant ni ne répondant, ce qui la mettait au martyre. Une fois, au moment où je me levais pour la quitter,
elle me tendit un petit mot.
“Puisque je vous aime, m’écrivait~elle, je ne puis aimer personne d’autre, et d’ailleurs ne le voudrais jamais.
Sans amour, je ne me marierai point, de crainte de faire encore de la peine à un autre homme”.
Ce mot me rendit fort triste, mais à la tristesse s’allia la jubilation: celie d’avoir conquis son cœur.
A l’époque, j’étais en plein désarroi. Depuis je me suis mis à l’aimer au point de ne plus pouvoir me résoudre à
la perdre, mais précisément parce que je l’aimais, je ne voulais à aucun prix qu’elle souffrit quelque dommage par
ma faute. Je pensais que si elle ne m’avait pas connu, elle aurait pu se permettre taus les espoirs pour l’avenir, car
un être aussi plein de grâce, d’intelligence et de vertu ne pouvait manquer, quai qu’il advint, de trouver un nid
douillet où se réaliserait son destin dans une heureuse vie conjugale. Pour une jeune fille, est-il plus grande, plus
douce espérance que celle de jouir dans le mariage d’un amour partagé? Cette espérance-là, To Tam l’avait
détruite par son amour pour moi. C’était ma faute—mais, à bien y réfléchir, n’était-ce pas plutôt celle du Destin
qui se plait à loger dans le cœur de l’homme des amours implacables qui le contraignent à mort ou à des actes
qu’il ne voudrait point commettre.
En pleine tourmente du cœur, il m’est arrivé plus d’une fois de songer à l’enlever, pour nous enfuir vers
quelque forêt profonde aux confins de la terre, vers quelque horizon lointain audelà des eaux, en un lieu inconnu
de taus, et là, de mettre; toutes mes forces à lui assurer le confort matériel, alors que de tout mon cœur, je
l’aimerais á satiété. Oubliant le monde, abandonnant écrits, succès, honneurs, faisant fi du jugement des gens,
laissant tout espoir de réalisation qui aurait nécessité la moindre parcelle de ma présence ici-bas s’effondrer
comme châteaux mirifiques détruits par un tremblement de terre.
A ces moments-là, mon cœur bouillonnait, impatient de passer à l’action, mais tout aussitôt, je pensais à ma
famille, à la tendre affection de mes parents, à l’attachement profond de mes jeunes frères, et un puissant
sentiment me freinait. Ce qui, prouve que l’esprit de famille ne manque pas de force.
Je t’avouerais qu’en imaginant ainsi de l’enlever, sans regret aucun de déserter la familie et de quitter le pays,
je ne faisais que manifesejr l’influence qu’avait prise sur moi les romans d’amour occidentaux, mais je vois que
l’attachement aux miens demeure encore en moi très fort, capable de mettre en déroute ces influences toutes
neuves et de me retenir sur la pente. Quelquefois, je me suis ouvert de ces projets aventureux à To Tam, et j’ai pu
constater que dans ses propres moments de rêverie éplorée, elle y avait également songé, pour aussitôt les écarter
une fois revenue brusquement à la réalité, car elle aussi aimait énormément sa mère et son jeune frère et sans
cesse craignait de causer de la peine à ma future épouse et gâcher ma jeunesse et ma vie. Bien des fois elle m’a
confié:
“Mon ami, cessez de divaguer de la sorte, que je ne sois point en faute envers vous. Si j’assume le devoir de
ma condition feminine en ce monde, tant mieux, sinon tant pis, personne n’en dira rien. Mais vous êtes un homme
aux épaules chargées de nobles devoirs, ne nourrissez pas comme moi un amour sans espoir, vous avez des lettres,
des idées, n’oubliez pas que vous ne vous appartenez pas, vous devez œuvrer pour votre famille, le pays, la
societé. Vous ne devez pas gaspiller votre vie à me la dévouer. Pour un homme, la fidélité à elle seule n’est pas
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une fin en soi. Mon ami, écoutez-moi pour que j’aie Ie cœur en paix, écoutez-moi, il n’est pas de preuve plus
claire de votre amour.”
A l’entendre, les larmes me venaient aux yeux—larmes d’un jeune homme touché dans son cœur fier, vibrant à
I’amour de sa famille et de sa patrie, ou bien larmes de compassion pour l’amie, du sexe faible, qui acceptait
d’être désavantagée par excés d’amour pour lui—je ne saurais le dire. Les unes et les autres, sans doute.
Ses propos, que j’estimais raisonnables, avaient de quoi m’ébranler: d’abord parce que les paroles de l’être
aimé sont toujours aisément accueillies, ensuite parce que si je subjuguais son esprit, suscitais son amour et son
estime, la pliais aux normes de mon univers, en revanche, je n’étais pas sans subir un tant soit peu son influence.
L’essentiel de ce qu’elle pouvait dire était familier à mes pensées, et pourtant cela m’apparaissait alors
franchement nouveau et parfaitement raisonnable. En effet, j’avais quelques connaissances et voulais de toutes
mes forces faire carrière dans la littérature et l’éducation; or voici que j’étais projeté dans les tourbillons de
l’amour, coulant à n’en plus finir, oubliant que peut-être la famille espère, les amis attendent, le pays guette le
fruit des études d’un jeune homme à une époque encore si démunie de richesses et de talents. A bien y songer, il y
avait de quoi avoir honte de cet état, à s’en vouloir, à se détester, et à s’en prendre donc aussi à To Tam elle-même,
et de là, à croire qu’on pourrait à l’instant prendre ses distances—pourtant il me suffisait de la voir, d’entendre sa
douce voix, de recevoir un mot où elle avait mis tout son cœur, de voir à certains moments son mouchoir tout
trempé de larmes, pour qu’aussitôt les craintes et les décisions prises s’évanouissent ou se réfugient dans quelque
coin de ma mémoire, ne rappelant leur présence continue mais discrète qu’une fois loin d’elle. Quand par amour
pour elle, je me rappelais ses exhortations, je m’exaltais à étudier mieux encore et à aller de l’avant.
En t’exposant ainsi notre commun désarroi, je ne doute pas que tu ne te demandes, pourquoi craignant de nous
faire mutuellement du tort, de nous nuire réciproquement, nous ne nous étions pas tout simplement séparés afin
d’éviter un malheur futur.
Ah, mon cher ami, voici justement où le bât nous blessait: ne crois pas qu’il soit si facile de se quitter, quand
on s’aime pour de bon, et pour moi de rompre à l’instant cet amour que je lui portais; en dépit de nos efforts, nous
n’arrivions point à nous séparer; du reste, je ne comprends pas pourquoi nous n’etions jamais prêts à nous
arracher l’un à l’autre.
Bien des fois, j’ai voulu m’éloigner d’elle afin qu’elle convolât en de justes noces avec celui qui l’en suppliait,
j’allais jusqu’à user de certains procédés pour susciter sa jalousie, glissant dans mon portefeuille des lettres
apocryphes et de quelconques portraits afin qu’elle les découvrit, de quoi en somme la mettre en rage, mais en
vain.
“Vos astuces, me disait-elle alors, ne font que renforcer mon amour pour vous, et plus je vous aime, plus nous
en souffrons, voilà tout le résultat.”
En voyant que mes tours “enfantins” ne servaient de rien, je lui cherchais noise pour faire semblant de lui en
vouloir, de lui battre froid, me forçant à ne plus la voir, à ne plus lui écrire, mais alors j’en souffrais, et elle plus
encore, sombrant dans la melancolie à en perdre le sommeil et l’appétit, passant des nuits agitées et déclinant à
vue d’œil.
Camille s’il ne suffisait pas d’un tel désarroi affectif, il fallait encore que sa famille la pressât de donner son
accord, parce que la famille de B—le bachelier frais émoulu dont je vous ai parlé—montrait du mérite à la
poursuivre de ses assiduités, ne désespérant aucunement d’obtenir qu’elle cédât alors que son refus, on ne sait
comment, lui était connu de longue date. Mme la veuve du Mandarin judiciaire avait déjà accepté, mais To Tam
persistait à ne rien vouloir entendre. L’entremetteuse ne manquait aucune de ses visites quotidiennes, et alors, d’y
aller allègrement de son couplet d’éloges:
“Ah, Son Honneur, ce garçon est d’une sagesse, d’une intelligence, vraiment … Avec votre permission … il est
sorti de la plus grande école de Hanoi; avec votre permission … Il sera bientôt Directeur de service avec des
émoluments allant jusqu’à deux, trois cents piastres par mois; avec votre permission … il est doux de caractère, et
tellement honnête, méticuleux, économe, etc.”
Rien ne doit vous étonner de ces entremetteuses de la Cité hanoienne qui avec leurs belles paroles feraient
sortir les fourmis de leurs trous; certes, elles ont à leur actif bien des réussites, mais aussi, à combien de jeunes
filles n’ont-elles pas nui! To Tam était des plus malheureuses ces jours-là, partie parce qu’elle était réprimandée,
partie parce que l’entremetteuse la tourmentait avec force allusions, sous-entendus, cajoleries, flagorneries, et
comment en user avec une bonne femme aux propos amers ou caustiques quand on est une jeune fille distinguée,
élevée dans les principes;—aussi avait-elle pris son parti de s’éclipser aussitôt que la commère faisait son
apparition.
Un de ses oncles maternels, chaleureux de nature, par ailleurs féru de “théâtre rénové” et travaillant à Hanoi,
intervint auprès de Mme la Veuve du Mandarin judiciaire.
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“Mais puis que la petite n’est pas d’accord, lui dit-il, pourquoi donc lui forcer la main? Vous voulez
absolument que les futurs époux se haïssent?”
Ce à quoi Mme la Veuve du Mandarin judiciaire répondit:
“Voyez-vous, je ne vais plus bien fort, et quand on a des enfants qui ont grandi, il faut songer à les établir. Si
on la demande, et que le parti soit bon, je la donne, quant à s'aimer ou se détester, voilà qui ne dépend que d’elle
et de sa prédestination, qu’y puis-je? Si elle n’agrée personne, qui donc épousera-t-elle?”
“Eh, l’époque se modernise, laissez-la donc épouser celui qu’elle aimera, et comme elle l’aura librement
choisi, elle n’aura qu’à s’en prendre à elle-même quoi qu’il arrive, sans rancœur pour personne …”
“Allez donc savoir qui elle agréerait! Dans une famille respectueuse des traditions, les enfants doivent
obéissance à leurs parents, je ne la donne qu’à qui la mérite, qui donc voudrait faire le malheur de ses enfants; et
puis ils sont encore tout jeunes et bien naifs, comment pourraient-ils lire clairement dans le cœur des gens pour
faire un choix perspicace? Vous dites toujours qu’elle n’a qu’à épouser celui qu’elle aime, savez-vous ce qu’on
dit: ‘A trap aimer, on en perd le sens; une fois réveillé, on s’perçoit qu’n est la risée des gens.’”
“Mais elle n’est pas d’accord, vous faites son malheur et vous créez des complications pour l’avenir …”
“Ils ne sont pas d’accord maintenant, mais quand ils vivront ensemble, ils y seront bien forcés!”
“Ça ne marchera pas. Ça depend des gens! Cette petite Lan,\fn{ Prénom véritable de To Tam (Lan: orchidée). } elle a
son petit caractère, elle n’est pas du tout comme les autres!”
Mme la veuve du Mandarin judiciaire de rejeter l’argumentation en ces termes:
“Elle a son petit caractère, ça je le sais! Pour quelle raison elle n’est pas d’accord, eh bien! je le sais aussi!
Après tout, j’af dit ce que j’estimais devoir dire qu’elle le prenne comme elle veut, on met au monde un enfant
mais pas aisément son cœur. Elle ne veut pas m’écouter, soit! Qu’on la laisse !
To Tam, qui écoutait assise dans sa chambre, était au comble de la désolation. Tout s’empêtrait et
s’enchevêtrait en elle. De toute la journée, elle ne quittait pas le lit.
En apprenant ce qu’il en était, je lui écrivis la lettre que voici:
To Tam bien-aimee,
Voici longtemps que je vous conseille au sujet de votre mariage, mais à bien y réfléchir, il me semble mainteilant ne
vous en avoir pas encore parlé, car je ne suis jamais allé jusqu’au fond de ma pensée, jamais jusqu’au bout car devant
vous, je n’osais parler, vous vous seriez mise à pleurer, les mots alors seraient restés dans la gorge, aussi dois-je
recourir à la plume pour plus de commodité.
Je ne veux pas que vous souffriez par ma faute, qu’à cause de moi, vous continuiez à tourner en rond, ce qui cause
de la peine aux vôtres et du tort à vous-même.
Ma conscience m’interdit d’être a l’origine “de la peine aux vôtres, du tort à vous”. Quoiqu’à bien y songer je n’aie
rien provoqué, je suis seulement coupable de vous aimer passionnément mais hélas, la passion sait si habilement nous
prendre dans ses rets que vous voilà toute triste et moi bien soucieux.
Bah, dans la vie, tout change, le mûrier pousse là où la mer a régné, qu’il nous suffise de garder l’un pour l’autre un
cœur fidèle; face aux événements en cours, ne tardez pas trop à suivre les conseils et enseignements de vos parents afin
de ramener la paix chez vous en même temps que dans mon cœur.
Ma bien-aimée! née femme, il vous échoit le destin de la goutte de pluie, heur ou malheur est à tout prendre affaire
céleste, comment connaître le chemin du meilleur et celui du pire, quai qu’on fasse tôt ou tard, on y pense, vous êtes
seule dans le monde tel un frêle radeau au milieu du courant comment éviter les ondées, les orages, ne vautil pas mieux
que vous vous pliiez à l’ordre coutumier: “Où l’on vous place, là vous acceptez”. Voilà, ma bien-aimée, écoutez-moi,
écoutez-moi afin de vous accomplir sans faille dans la voie que vous ouvre le destin. Si demain, il vous échoit de
connaitre une douce union, il ne sera tien de meilleur. Mais si, par hasard, il vous arrive de tomber dans la pire des
situations, vous devrez penser qu’elle n’est due qu’à votre amour déférent pour votre mère, que vous ne devez ni vous
lamenter ni vous plaindre, ni vous en prendre au destin, car tout ce malheur ne suffit pas à payer votre dette de gratitude
envers celle qui vous a mise au monde et a déployé tous les efforts pour vous élever pendant vingt ans. Cette seule
pensée doit suffire à vous consoler. Car: “Laissons de côté le serment d’amour don’t l’océan et la montagne furent.
témoins. En tant qu’enfant, il faut d’abord témoigner de votre gratitude d’être né et élevé”. Il n’est meilleure façon de
payer votre dette de gratitude que d’obeir aux enseignements des parents. en ces moments difficiles.
Je sais bien que ce que je vous dis là vous fera souffrir, car vous n’êtes pas peu fidèle et intransigeante, vous
voudriez que nous demeurions toute notre vie fidèles à notre amour, mais hélas, dans cette vie, que de peines nous
devons souffrir en silence.
A mon avis, votre cœur souffrant est tel un bol d’eau bouillante: il tiédira avec le temps, puis une fois la vapeur
refroidie, “l’oubli” finira par effacer ce qui demeurerait encore dans votre cœur, vous pourez alors jouir d’une vie des
plus douces, avec maison et jardin, garçons et filles, toute la maisonnée réunie autour du foyer matin et soir, partageant
un amour heureux avec celui que vous aimez une vie belle comme une image, comme de la soie brodée, comme un
parterre de pêchers au printemps, comme un étang de lotus en été, une vie d’oò la solitude est bannie. Sur la terre,
chacun fait de même, “l’oiseau futé se pose sur le toit de la demeure mandarinale” pour se créer une famille où trouver
assistance et abri.
Plus tard, dans Ie bonheur d’un foyer uni, s’il vous arrive de penser à moi, qu’il vous suffise de vous dire: celui-là
m’a aimé, et de tout son cœur a voulu que je connaisse le bonheur, c’est la meilleure preuve de fidélité.
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Nous nous aimons, nous nous estimons, nous nous regardons comme deux âmes sœurs comme il n’en peut exister
d’autres, mais les contraintes de l’amour sacré de la famille nous obligent à fermer les yeux et contenir nos cœurs, que
dire de plus … Allons, c’est déjà aimer que m’aimer comme vous faites, ne m’aimez pas davantage, vous m’en
donneriez du remords. Qu’en pensez-vous?
Dam Thuy

Ma lettre écrite, je voulais l’envoyer mais n’osais, je n’osais mais je le devais. Savoir ce que je deviendrais si
elle m’oubliait comme je le lui demandais? Très affecté certainement. Voilà comme le cœur de l’homme est plein
de contradictions, la peur de souffrir va de pair avec le courage de subir, et c’est pourquoi, au moment d’envoyer
ma missive, je me sentais tout envahi de mélancolie. Quant à To Tam, elle n’en souffla mot. Qu’elle ait pleure en
silence ou non, je n’en sus rien. Elle qui m’écoutait en tout, à ce sujet semblait parfaitement indifférente, se
mettait à sourire quand je lui faisais la morale et à pleurer aussitôt que je touchais aux sentiments.
A quelque temps de là, vers le début de la douzième lune, Mme l’épouse du Mandarin judiciaire tomba
gravement malade.
Ce fut alors seulement, que l’on entra en pleine tragédie.
To Tam ne savait plus où donner de la tête, seule à s’occuper des medicaments, à courir à droite et à gauche,
pendant que nuit et jour, la maison entière bourdonnait de psalmodies ponctuées de coups de gong. J’étais désolé
de ne pouvoir lui être utile en rien. Quand par hasard, je la voyais dans la rue, harassée et hagarde, j’eusse aimé
me charger de tout son fardeau d’angoisse, mais je me refusais à venir trop souvent chez elle. Il m’était
impossible d’assumer de mon propre chef le rôle d’un “frère ainé”, fût-ce pour la décharger d’une part de ses
soucis. Ami, n’est-ce pas déplorable?
L’etat de Mme l’épouse du Mandarin judiciaire ne faisait qu’empirer. Une fois que tous les médicastres de la
capitale l’eussent fuie, elle appela To Tam à son chevet et lui posa la question en ces termes:
“Ma fille, maman sent qu’elle s’en va. Que penses-tu donc de ton mariage éventuel, fais-le moi savoir pour
que je m’arrange. Ton papa nous a quittés trop tôt, ton frôre est encore tout jeune, ton oncle est constamment
occupé par son office mandarinal. Une fois que je serai partie, les affaires de la famille seront vraiment bien
compliquées, il faut que tu sois établie afin que je puisse partager les biens, que vous soyez tranquilles pour
l’avenir, et qu’il y ait quelqu’un à qui je puisse confier ton jeune frère pour ses études. Qu’en penses-tu, fais-en
part à maman.”
To Tam àclata en pleurs et balbutia à travers les sanglots:
“Ne te fais pas de souci, maman, laisse-toi soigner pour te rétablir bien vite. Quant à moi, je ferai comme tu
voudras, je te promets de t’obéir en tout.”
“Tu dis cela main tenant, mais une fois l’affaire en train, si tu te mets en travers, cela occasionnera des ennuis
de plus.”
“Non, non, maman, je t’assure, je consens à tout ce que tu me diras de faire, je n’oserai entraver en rien cette
affaire de mariage.”
“Bien, il en sera ainsi. Dis à ton frère de télégraphier à ton oncle le Préfet pour lui dire que maman est très
malade, qu’il arrive sans tarder.”
Aussitôt qu’elle eût tourné les talons, Mme l’epouse du Mandarin judiciaire fit appeler l’entremetteuse pour
entamer les procédures de mariage, et fixer aussitôt la date des épousailles au 12 de la 12e lune, c’est-à-dire dans
les trois ou quatre jours.
Une fois les deux parties d’accord, on se précipita pour compléter le trousseau, robes, moustiquaire, et acheter
les bijoux rituels: boucles d’oreille d’or, colliers de grains d’or fin, on décora la maison qui se remplit d’allées et
venues, tout un remue-ménage où la joie le disputait à la tristesse.
Que certains fussent en joie, on s’en do ute, quant à To Tam, elle était toute à sa peine. Elle semblait avoir
perdu l’esprit, ratant tout ce qu’elle entreprenait, oubliant ce qu’elle venait de dire à l’instant, croyant avoir égaré
l’argent qu’elle tenait dans sa main, cherchant partout la robe qui se trouvait juste à côté d’elle. Mais sans
autrement se départir de son calme, n’osant rien exprimer qui eût pu chagriner sa mère.
A moi, elle ne soufflait mot de son mariage imminent. Elle m’écrivit un mot, tout juste pour me donner rendezvous sur la route du faubourg d’Yen Phu. Elle sourit à ma vue, mais son sourire me parut éperdûment douloureux
et son teint avait perdu ses belles couleurs. Cela m’alerta, car auparavant chaque fois que nous nous voyions, elle
sautait de joie comme une fillette sur le point d’aller à l’opéra. Nous devisâmes tout en marchant, mais sur la
digue, le vent soulevait tant de poussière que nous obliquâmes bientôt vers la route de Co Ngu bordée des deux
lacs de l’Ouest et de Truc Bach. Elle ouvrit son mouchoir et me tendit une épingle d’or a tête finement ouvragée
représentant une coralie d’orchidée—la fleur de son nom.
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“Acceptez cette fleur, me dit-elle, en souvenir modeste de celle qui vous aime. Quant aux quelques photos que
je vous ai données autrefois, il faudra vous en débarrasser, car si plus tard, la compagne de vos jous les découvre,
il est. à craindre qu’elles ne soient pour vous source d’ennuis et pour elle de tristesse.”
“Merci de votre cœur aimant, fis-je, mais je voudrais que vous écriviez quelques mots pour que l’éclat de cette
fleur en soit rehaussé.”
Je lui tendis mon stylo et un papier. Elle réfléchit tout en, marchant puis, la feuille appuyée contre un tronc
d’arbre, écrivit ce quatrain:
A quelqu’un, je fais présent de cette fleur
Fleur, 6 fleur, rappelle-toi ce jour
Dans le ciel glissent les nuages
Pres des eaux du lac où le cœur se mire.

J’acceptai avec joie. Ces vers improvisés reflétaient la vérité de son cœur, il ne s’agissait pas de littérature
travaillée.
Après m’avoir remis ces lignes, elle me fit presser le pas jusqu’à ce que nous rencontrions un pousse-pousse,
qu’elle héla aussitôt.
“Permettez-moi de in’en aller plus tôt, me dit-elle, il faut que je rentre pour une affaire urgente.
Je protestai, mais elle m’en empêcha:
“Je vous en prie, laissez-moi partir.”
Puis, soudain, elle éclata en sanglots.
“Voilà, dit-elle à travers ses larmes, à l’avenir, nous ne nous reverrons plus jamais nulle part.
Elle laissa tomber sa tête sur mon épaule, comme si elle allait défaillir je dus la soutenir, ses larmes mouillèrent
ma veste de l’épaule jusqu’à la manche, et même ma cravate dont elle se saisit pour s’essuyer les yeux. Avec mon
mouchoir, je séchai les larmes sur son visage puis l’aidai à monter dans le pousse-pousse, craignant qu’elle ne
tombât. Une fois installée, elle donna l’ordre au tireur de filer tout droit.
Je demeurai hébété, cloué sur place, et quoique vouliant courir après elle à la recherche de quelque autre
pousse-pousse pour l’accompagner, j’étais bien incapable de faire le moindre pas. Je me laissai tomber sur le bas
côté herbeux de la route, l’épaule de ma veste et mon mouchoir tout trempés des larmes de To Tam.
Il faisait presque nuit, et le Lac de 1’Ouest me parut extraordinairement lugubre. Je me rappelais qu’au temps
où je fréquentais le Collège du Protectorat, nous venions tous les aprèsmidis après la classe sur ces bords pour
faire des ricochets sur l’eau, lâcher de petits bateaux de papier et nous ébattre gaîment, le paysage semblant se
réjouir avec nous. Mais aujourd’hui, ce même pan de ciel, cette même face de l’eau, cette même montagne aux
trois sommets estompée dans le lointain, ce même bateau plat passant et repassant avec lenteur, bref cette même
réalité qu’autrefois, me semblait étrangement mélancolique, comme si elle s’apitoyait sur celle qui venait de
partir. …
158e.192 Excerpt from Tristesse d’automne\fn{by Tuong Pho (1896-1975)} Hung Yen Village, Hai Hung Province,
Vietnam (F) -1
Tu es parti au seuil de l’automne, en cette année-là, l’automne revient et toi, point n’es revenue—tu es parti,
parti—et point n’es revenue—l’automne qui s’en vient me retrouve transie de tristesse: ton cœur a suivi les
nuages et les eaux, a qui désormais confier ma peine?
L’immensité du ciel et de la terre garde à jamais le regret d’amour—par toi, la douleur a déchiré mes entrailles,
par toi, le chagrin au fil des jours des mois S’est noué en un écheveau sans fin.
L’automne passé, j’ai pleuré cet automne encore, je pleure.
Au long des automnes perdus, en mes larmes, je vieillis—ami des jours enfuis, tu t’en es allé derrière les monts
de la vie où sont les images d’antan?
Tristes monts—eaux glacées—herbes et fleurs se meurent douleur poignante des adieux, nuages du soir, vent
du matin, l’amour languit dans le désert des nuits sans fin.
Vent, pluie, cœur en détresse quel fil, queue aiguille, pourront jamais redonner vie à ce cœur brisé!
La tristesse s’accroit avec l’automne qui revient, la pluie tombe—larmes des amants séparés—les pleurs
glissent.
Les flancs verts des forêts à perte de vue se mêlent d’or—l’ombre des roseaux sous la bise d’automne, monts
et eaux désolés, herbes et arbres s’éteignent.
Les nuages de brume couvrent la terre et l’horizon.
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A l’infini, la route de la vie sur mille lieues.
A qui se retourne sur les pas d’une vie—quelle douleur étreint son cœur!
278.199 A Poem On True Heroism\fn{by an otherwise anonymous author (last half of the 19th century)} Vietnam (M) 6
The Emperor of the South rules over the mountains and the rivers of the south.
This destiny, ordained by Heaven and Earth, is inscribed in the Celestial Book.\fn{ A note reads: The following is a
somewhat long poem giving a deailed account of the whole phenomenon of the Vietnamese response to French intervention up to the end
of the 19th century. The form of the poem, characterized by alternating lines of six and eight feet, is genuinely Vietnamese, although the
language used was Chinese. We know nothing of the author though his apparent familiarity with the subject denotes a retired court official
or some well-educated member of the resistance movement. On reading his elegant verse, one sees that the author intended to record the
names of all those who were illustrious in this period of Vietnamese history so that they would be remembered by future generations. He
offers, besides, a vivid account of the exactions the French levied upon the people. The language of the poem is direct and its form, typical
of popular Vietnamese songs, facilitates memorization. There is indeed no better summary of the many battles waged by the Vietnamese
people in their heroic resistance to French incursions. The editor says it was composed c.1900; the last event its author mentions took place
in 1895.}
The Hong Bang dynasty\fn{879-958AD} were the first rulers in the country called Au Lac.\fn{ The name of the
Vietnamese state from 257-207BC, succeeding Van Lang, and preceding Nam Viet, from which the name Vietnam is derived }
After them came the Dinh,\fn{968-980} the Le,\fn{981-1009} the Tran,\fn{1225-1400} and the Ly\fn{1010-1225}
Until our imperial dynasty of the Nguyen rose to power.\fn{1802}

The country was then reunified and its territory comprised the northern as well as southern kingdoms.
Every place in the nation enjoyed peace while the capital was established at Phu Xuan.\fn{ Hue}
Under the reign of Emperor Gia Long,\fn{1802-1819} Heaven sent men of talent among civilian as well as military
officials.
The populations of neighboring countries were pacified.
Cambodia and Nan-ch’ang\fn{A part of present-day Laos} both came to pay tribute to the court.
After eighteen years of a mighty peace,
The throne was bequeathed to Sainted Emperor Minh Mang\fn{ 1820-1840; “Sainted Emperor” was a title accorded to him
after his death}
He took to heart the affairs of the country, from early morning until late at night,
So that peace lasted all the twenty-one years of his reign.
Next came Emperor Thieu Tri\fn{1841-1848} under whose reign the wind was favorable and the rain beneficial for
seven years.
But then, who was responsible for the mismanagement of the succession?\fn{ Normally at Thieu Tri’s death, his eldest
brother, Hong Bao, would have succeeded him; but certain high officials at the court falsified the emperor’s will and enthroned another
brother, Tu Duc; whereupon Hong Bao attempted to overthrow his brother, but failed and was sentenced to death (1866). This was followed
by an attempted rebellion by Hong’s supporters in 1866, which also failed, and was harshly repressed }

Which ever since has sown dissension in the court?
When Tu Duc ascended the throne,fn{1848-1883}
The civilian and military officials were still well-ordered.
Suddenly waves and winds rose from the same direction.
From the port of Han\fn{Tourane, i.e. Da Nang} there came news of the arrival of the Occidental fleet.
Beginning with the second year of the reign of Tu Duc
The six provinces of southern Vietnam became battlefields on numerous occasions.
Not that we lacked able generals or courageous soldiers,
But who could have imagined that the destiny of our country rested on unreliable officials?
From which country did they come, the Lam and the Phan\fn{A reference to Lam Duy Hiep and Phan Thanh Gian, who
signed the Saigon Treaty of 1862, ceding to France the three eastern provinces of what became Chochinchina }
That they were willing to betray their country by seeking peace with the enemy, regardless of their king?
In their righteousness the people and the scholars were deeply wounded.
Truong An and Truong Dinh\fn{Leaders of a resistance movement in southern Vietnam } then offered their protection
But their courage and determination could not overcome the enemy.
Nguyen Huan feared not for his head when he insulted the invader.\fn{ The best candidate in the second mandrinal
examination, he joined the resistence movement, was three times arrested (1862, 1863, 1874) and finally sentenced to death by the French.
On the way to his execution, upon saying, “I refuse to live and see my head roll low in front of the enemy,” he bit off his tongue and bled to
death}
Truly unfortunate were the regions of Ch’i and Min\fn{ The two original territories of the Chou Dynasty which formed the
nucleus of its empire} in our country.
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How could Heaven’s will send them such distress?
All these events came to pass because of Heaven's will but also because of man’s fault.
In seeking peace the Sung too lost their empire.\fn{ A reference to the peace the Sung made with the Chin}
The enemy’s fleet thus took advantage of a favorable wind to sail to Hanoi.
The Occidental dogs made their own laws in the four provinces of the northern region of our country.
How pitiful was the old General Nguyen Tri Phuong,
Commanding his troops, he was determined to defend his citadel even at the cost of his life.\fn{ He either committed
suicide a few minutes before the Hanoi fortress fell into French hands in 1873; or, wounded and captured, tore at his bandages and starved
himself to death shortly afterwards}

Whatever the time one lives in,
The deeds and exploits of heroes will be remembered for thousands of future years.
Ten years had not elapsed when,
In the same place again, the defender of the Hanoi citadel, Hoang Dieu, lost his life.\fn{ He hung himself in order to
atone for his inability to successfully defend the Imperial territory }
While his body hung from a tree, Hoang Dieu’s soul migrated to the realm of spirits.
He will not look shamefully into the eyes of his Emperor in the kingdom of death.
The Western forces continually advanced,
Soon, the province of Son Nam was shaken by the thunder of cannons.
The military commanders De and Diem advanced to check the approaching invaders,
While Judge Ho Quynh Doi held the citadel.\fn{These were all officials of the province of Son Nam}
They remained firm in their loyalty,
And for a long time the mountains of Goi\fn{The name of a mountain in the province of Nam Dinh} will echo their
astounding heroism.
Alas, what can one tree accomplish?
After their deaths, who could then pursue the struggle?
The sigh of the wind and the cry of the crane\fn{The formula phrase used for announcing the arrival of an army} sufficed to
terrify them.\fn{Other officials and soldiers, their successors}
Yung Fu\fn{Liu Young-fu, the chief of the remant of the Tai-ping Movement that sought refuge in northern Vietnam } and T’ing
Keng,\fn{T’ang T’ing-keng, sent to Vietnam by Manchu officials in China in the early 1880s to assess the situation after Emperor Tu
Duc had asked for Chinese help} the generals of the troops from the northern country, were of little help.
Our own country’s authorities had already signed a peace treaty with the enemy,
Handing to them one half of our territory.
It was then that the Emperor Tu Duc chose to die;
Immediately afterward the court officials set their plots for a successor.
Tien Thanh was a fool, though he was old;\fn{One of the regents in charge of state affairs after the King’s death, he was
assassinated by the other regents because he advocated a conciliastory policy toward France }
For no reason, Duc Duc was barred from the throne.\fn{ The legal successor to Tu Duc, he was removed from the throne by the
regents, who considered him unmanageable}
They then treacherously maneuvered to have Hiep Hoa declared Emperor,
So that a serious dissension divided the court officials.
No sooner was Hiep Hoa installed on the throne than he was discarded.\fn{ Reigning from July 30-November 19, 1883, he
was ordered to drink poison by the regent Ton That Thuyet because he also attempted to compromise with France } 2 December 1883 –
31 July 1884
It was not possible to hope for any lasting peace while Thuyet alone detained all power.
Emperor Kien Phuoc had barely time to change the title of the reign,\fn{ A boy of fifteen, he reigned from December 2,
1883-July 31, 1884}
When he was succeeded by Ham Nghi.\fn{Who reigned (as a boy of twelve) from 1884-1885}
Tuong\fn{A regent prominent in the peace faction, who surrendered to the French after Ham Nghi had fled the capital escorted by Tom
That Thuyet} seized the opportunity to reveal his treacherous nature.
He stealthily called in the French troops,
Who came and destroyed the imperial citadel with all its fortresses.
This action caught Ton That Thuyet by complete surprise,
So that our troops were in real difficulty.
Emperor Ham Nghi fled to the north;
A number of officials, without arms, followed the imperial carriage.
At Kim Luong,\fn{A suburb of Hue} they fought a fierce battle.
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Thuyet at that time shielded the Emperor’s flight, while Tuong gave himself up to the French officers.
The people in the court lost all spirit.
All of them accepted orders\fn{From the French} like slaves.
How can we tolerate the sight of invaders who destroy and scatter our heritage accumulated over thousands of
years?
They installed a Résident Supérieur in Hue and a Governor-general in Hanoi,
Under the name of “Protectorate,” there was in reality a dictatorship.
Our temples, our pagodas, our communal houses,
The civilized and the barbarous, the pure and the impure, were all mixed together.
Under the orders of Empress Dowager Tu Du,\fn{Emperor Tu Duc’s mother}
Emperor Dong Khanh ascended the throne.\fn{September 19, 1885}
Van Tuong was exiled to an island,\fn{To Haiti, by the French, having failed to provide orderly government or bring Emperor Ham
Nghi back to rule as a French puppet}
Hence proving that Heaven never rewards a treacherous mind.
Ham Nghi established his court on the grass,
Military camps in the jungles from north to south raised high the banners of resistance.
Immediately upon the release of the Imperial appeal to fight the French,\fn{ The Royal Edict on Resistance (1885). It read
in part: “Those with intelligence shall contribute ideas; those with strength shall lend their force. The rich shall hive money to buy military
supplies. The peasants and villagers shall not refuse hardship or evade deanger. It is right that this should be so. To uphold the weak, to
supprt the faltering, to confront difficulties and reduce danger, none shall spare their efforts. Perhaps with 3eaven’s assistance, we shall be
abe to turn chaos into order, danger into peace, and finally retrieve our entire territory. Under these circumstances, the fate of the nation
must be the fate of the people. Together we shall work out our destiny and together we shall rest. Is this not the best solution?” }

The gentry, the notables, the students, the people rose up—
Hai Duong, Ha Noi, Bac Ninh,
Son Tay, Nam Dinh, Ninh Binh, Ai Hoan—\fn{Names of provinces in northern Vietnam}
They formed people’s militia and associations,
At Son Phong in the province of Ha Tinh, just behind the battleline, the court was splendid.
Quang Binh, Quang Tri, Thua Thien,
Quang Yen, Quang Ngai, Phu Yen, Thuan Thanh—\fn{Names of provinces in central Vietnam}
Nguyen Bich was the man who started the resistance movement.
He went to China for help and to intercede with T'ing Keng and
Tzu Ts’ai.\fn{Not the Empress of China, but Feng Tzu Ts’ai, Commander-in-chief of Kwangsi Province }
He meant to redeem his country and to destroy the enemy from abroad.
Although he was not able to attain his final goal, he fully demonstrated his loyalty.
Nguyen Cao too was a heroic figure,
His white sword was smeared with the red of his loyal heart.\fn{ He disembowled himself during his interrogation by the
French and died biting his tongue}
One was famous for his patriotism and the other for his loyalty.
The river Dang and the mountain Goi alone match the faithfulness of these two men.
Their loyalty was of much higher value for them than their own lives,
They were truly the Fang Te and Wen T’ien\fn{Two officials of the Sung Dynasty who refused to pledge allegiance to the
Mongol emperor and were therefore executed} of today’s southern Court.
As for Dinh Lieu and Vu Loi,\fn{Leaders of the resistance movement in Nam Dinh Province}
They were from the same village, the same prefecture, and they met death at the same time.
The commanders Thuat and Quyen\fn{Unidentifiable}
Won their reputation in more than a hundred battles.
How courageous and noble was Tong Duy Tan!\fn{Leader (1886-1892) of the Hung Linh Royalist movement in in Thanh Hoa
Province}
Like Yen,\fn{Yen Kao-ch’ing, the details of whose death by torture are too disgusting to bear the light of day:H } he chose to be
beheaded rather than to fail in his commitment to Heaven and Earth.
In his family, bitterness toward the enemy will be borne for thousands of years,
Whoever passes his temple cannot but let tears fall.
The fate of Don Tiet\fn{A native of Thanh Hoa Province} was even sadder,
How many years was he in the jail of Lao Bao?\fn{A famous prison for political prisoners}
Nguyen Xuan On\fn{He led a resistance movement in Nghe An Province} was determined to defend Dien chu,
And from there he had hoped to reconquer our entire territory.
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Unfortunately, circumstances opposed him,
A moment of negligence delivered him to the enemy.
All of his followers refused to surrender,
They erected fortresses to defend their mountains and rivers.
The souls of all these heroes, who will care for them?
The blue of the mountains and the green of the leaves are not the same every day.\fn{ I.e., all things change while the
souls of those heroes remain forever unsatisfied}
Dinh Cong\fn{A leader (1886-1887) of the Ba Dinh center of the Royalist movement in Thanh Hoa Province } had a resolute mind,
But he fell into enemy hands, one morning, after a minor defeat.
The anger of the French was so great,
That they sentenced him to death and beheaded him at once.
Nguyen Duy Hieu, Phan Thanh Phien,\fn{Leaders of a resistance movement in Quang Nam Province}
After they had braved every kind of difficulty and hardship, finally met in the Yellow Spring.\fn{ The realm of the
dead}
Dinh Hien had indeed a mind of iron and patience,
His loyalty and heroism were matched only by the Hai Van Pass.\fn{ The pass separating Hue from Da Nang}
Pham Toan was a true general,
He came from Binh Dinh and his physical strength was extraordinary.
His loyalty and courage merit our regret.
After three years of resistance, he disappeared into the jungle.
The enemy found his tomb, excavated it, and burnt his corpse.
Outside the high mountains,
There were also several families who joined the resistance.
First was Le Ninh,
Alone with his horse and his sword, he pacified an entire region.\fn{ He successfully attacked the capital city of Ha Tinh
Province}
He and his brothers decided to prove their courage and give their lives to their country,
They remained faithful to their commitment.
Around him, Phan Dinh Phung had several tens of thousands of men.
He was a general and a man of letters,\fn{He wrote to a friend: “The French, separated from our country until the present day by I
do not know how many thousand miles, have crossed the oceans to come to our country. Wherever they came, they acted like a storm, so
much so that the Emperor had to flee. The whole country was cast into disorder. Our rivers and our mountains have been annexed by them
at a stroke and turned into a foreign territory. These events affected the whole country, the enire population. It is not any particular region or
any particular family alone that has suffered this trial. … Ten years have elapsed since the birth of our movement. Among those who gave
themselves to the cause of righteousness, many have been imprisoned and many have been killed, but the determination of those who are
left has never diminished. On the contrary, they continue to sustain me with all their efforts and the number of these courageous persons
increases daily. They did not abandon their families to tread my path because they found pleasure in adventure and danger. They simply
trusted me, they had confidence in me; because of my determination, they could endure all these hardships without a murmur. Such is the
people’s disposition.”}

As a pine tree alone in the forest tries to keep its roots green,
So he always maintained his humor in spite of violent winds or freezing rain.
His loyalty to the king ranked above all else.
The enemy burned his family home, excavated his parents’ tombs:
Nothing could alter his determination.
In the jungles and on the mountains, he built military camps.
He staunchly defended the region of Ha Tinh for ten years.
Among his collaborators were many able strategists;
Several times therefore, the French lost heart.
He was a perfect example of a loyal subject before Heaven and Earth,
Had he not died, our country would now be independent!
But Heaven did not grant him long life,
His star, in front of the military headquarters, suddenly lost all its brilliance
As his soul departed for the immortal realm.
His body was pitilessly burnt by the enemy.
Alas, for the whole population, now that he has gone,
Who will free them from the French shackles and chains?
In the year I Wei, the seventh year of the reign of Emperor Thanh Thai,\fn{ 1895}
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The war indemnities had to be paid in full and at once.
The official order struck like lightning across the sky.
They came with summons to this village, with rifles to that hamlet.
Every place had to declare the number of its inhabitants, houses, male adults, rice fields.
Taxes were increased greatly and were to be paid in money, not in kind.
With each passing year these taxes mounted,
The cost of all articles rose rapidly, even those of betel, tea, and areca nuts.
The constables, the commissars, the police, the agents of the
Security Services, all officials competed to harm the people.
All over the country, city-dwellers
Paid taxes on their persons and their houses.
They had to purchase licenses for peddling.
There were taxes on theaters, singers,
Dogs, pigs, and shops selling mutton.
In their exploitation the French did not miss a single item.
There was a monopoly on salt, and alcohol was stored plentifully in the excise offices.
People were obliged to buy and sell
Or they were accused of being smugglers; the situation was simply wretched.
The laws were iron, in a hundred ways,
Every individual was sorrowful, and every family utterly grieved.
Some people sold their wives, some sold their children.
To sell husbands was no longer remarkable.
How is one to recount the sorrow and suffering?
When one questions Heaven, Heaven remains quite silent.
What debts had our compatriots contracted in their previous lives?
Not only were they exploited by the French, they also suffered a drought.
Of ten crops, more than nine perished.
Then too, there were storms, floods, violent winds, and irregular rains.
Who could tend to his wasted body?
How many died hungry on the sidewalks?
Night and day they were compelled to work for the administration.
No sooner was the younger brother back home than the older brother was at his post,
The administration had a hundred ways of extorting the people’s money.
They took collections, they fined and ceaselessly claimed indemnities.
They never checked the truth of their information.
Whenever they heard rumors of unrest anywhere in the country, they immediately sent in their troops.
they governed tyrannically with their laws.
Of superior strength, they oppressed the people.
No one dared complain.
All suffered damage without ever lodging a grievance.
The French gave orders, the Vietnamese obeyed.
Officials of all ranks and of all services slavishly flattered French administrators.
To whom could our people turn to plead their innocence?
They had but Heaven and long nights in which to cry their lament.
Even animals of the same kind know affection for each other,
Those who share one blood should know how to help each other.
Are we not aware of this fundamental principle?
Vietnam is the land in which we were born and raised.
Does our yellow skin not tell us that we are compatriots, brothers and members of the same race?
Why then do we injure ourselves
In our effort to serve the white man, exactly as dogs hunt for prey?
Carriages, horses, umbrellas, parasols, we provide our masters with them all,
We offer them respect and we revere them as if they were spirits descended from Heaven.
Had they been of our own race
It would be understandable that we subject ourselves slavishly to them.
But are we not men of dignity
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Who tread the earth with our feet and bear the sky with our heads?
Did we not capture the enemy, did we not seize his lances?\fn{ So General Tran Quang Khai said when he composed the
poetic record of his deeds when Vietnam was battling the Mongol invasion (1284-1288): “At the port Chuong Duong, I grasped the
enemy’s spears, | At the pier of Ham Tu, I captured their chief.” }

Were the exploits performed at Chuong Duong and Ham Tu not ours?
We destroyed the Ming troops and we drove away the Yuan fleet.\fn{ 1407-1427}
The fame of all this has surely been transmitted to this day.
Heaven revolves from West to South,
When the South enters its zenith, the West will have to retreat.
The enemy can not share our sky,
As witness the example of Kou Chien who destroyed the Wu.\fn{ A reference to Kou Chien of the Yüeh state who was
defeated by the Wu state but who subsequently defeated his rival and recovered his territory }
Those with strength shall contribute their force.
The rich shall give their wealth.
Streams shall swell oceans.
Trees shall form forests.
Many hundred thousand persons shall henceforth be of one heart.
158e.192a Chant du bucheron\fn{by La princesse Hue Pho (19th century)} Vietnam (F) -1
Dans l’émeraude de la brume matinale résonnent les coups contre les arbres, longues branches et petits
rameaux on emportera tout jusqu’ à la dernière brindille.
Au millieu des nuages blancs monte un chant à pleine voix, au repos du soir près de la source, sur une pierre,
on aiguise la hache.
Avec la nuit, on s’en revient les épaules ployées sous une lourde charge de bois, le sentier sous ses pas n’est
que ronces et ravins—les précipices périlleux au cœur des montagnes, on les franchira sûrement mais qu’en serat-il des abîmes sur le long chemin de la vie?
1920
24.1 Excerpt from I Pulled A Rickshaw\fn{by Tam Lang aka Vu Dinh Chi (1900-1986)} Hanoi, Hanoi Capital Region,
Vietnam (M) 22
1: A Coolie’s Hat Is Placed On My Head
… One day, Mr. Bui Xuan Hoc, the editor of the Hanoi Midday News, slapped me on the shoulder and said:
“You have a talent for writing descriptive prose, and the era of investigative journalism is upon us. Others in
your profession are going all over the world, investigating events and interviewing people: Albert Londres has
gone to Shanghai, Maurice Dekobra is in America, Georges London has arrived at the Turkish-Russian frontier,
Louis Charles Royer has gone to Leningrad in the Soviet Union.
“But you, all you do is slave away in your office over a few melancholy articles. Why don’t you throw down
your pen and get out and see people? It would brighten you up. That would be better, wouldn’t it?” I thought
about my friend’s half-joking, half-serious comment and felt ashamed; felt ashamed, then sad; felt sad, then
thought:
“My young cousin wants to go and work in Cambodia and still hasn’t obtained the papers he requested some
time ago; Shanghai and New York are further than Cambodia, so how will I be able to go to those places, and in
order to do what? Interviewing and investigating, those two tasks require more than just a talent for descriptive
writing. Not until we have put on our walking shoes and picked up a bag of knowledge and another one of money
can we take up the staff of a wanderer and talk about such adventures.” My conclusion:
“If I can’t do it far away, then I should do it close to home.”
Thus imitating Maryse Choisy, the French journalist who disguised herself as a maid so that she could work in
a brothel and write a book about it, I borrowed a set of working clothes from a laborer, put them on, and adventurously went looking for work in the rickshaw trade.
And so on one very hot summer afternoon, my friend, Mr Bui Xuan Hoc, put on my head the hat of a rickshaw
coolie.
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2: Facing Supervisor T
“Please, Sir, can I work a rickshaw?”
“Where are you from? What’s your name?” the Supervisor asked rudely as though he was about to spit in the
face of a stranger.
As he said this, the Supervisor opened his mouth wide and, revealing two rows of teeth that were covered in a
mulch of food pulp resembling custard apple flesh, he took hold of his big leather belt—it was as big as a hunter’s
cartridge belt—and loosened it a notch.
“Sir, I am from Thai Nguyen; my name is Ty.”
“Where’s your identity card? Show it to me.”
I took a piece of yellow paper from the pocket of my rough working shirt and gave it to him. It bore an official
stamp and a set of fingerprints. It was folded into four, impregnated with sweat, and tattered on all four edges.
“Do you know anyone here?”
“Sir, I’ve just come from the highlands, and don’t know anyone.”
“So who brought you here?”
“Sir, when I got off the bus, I asked a rickshaw coolie I met. He told me where to come.”
“Have you ever worked a rickshaw before?”
“Sir, I’ve never done it before.”
Supervisor T put the identity card into a pouch on his belt, turned and called to a person wearing a dirty, ragged shirt and greasy shorts, and told him to bring out a mattress and two covers. He then pulled a pencil out of his
pocket and stood writing in a tiny notebook.
“Between now and 3 a.m., you must bring back exactly 60 sous to pay for the hire of the rickshaw; you must
pull it on the right-hand side of the road; you must avoid cars and trams; you must bring the rickshaw back on
time; understand?”
He threw me a set of old blue clothes with white hems and pointed to the first vehicle that was parked in a line
of rickshaws along the side of the footpath.
“Rickshaw number 102, over there, the first one, do you hear? Go and get it.”
With my blue uniform over my shoulder, I followed my new workmates into a narrow courtyard enclosed by a
wall, but with people coming and going through an open door. I bent down with my head against the wall, took
off my trousers, and hopped into my work pants, one leg at a time.
Embarrassment eventually goes away, and in this situation it goes in the blink of an eye.
To join the white-hem brigade, all I had left to do was to roll my own clothes into a bundle, collect the
rickshaw mattress with two strips of towel in one hand, put my other hand out to pick up a stained black conical
hat, and then step outside the Supervisor’s door.
After testing the shafts and checking the suspension and the hood of my rickshaw, I felt the pressure in both
tyres and realized they needed more air. Picking up a pump that was lying near by, I unscrewed the cap on the
valve on the wheel and attached the nozzle of the rubber lead from the pump. With one foot holding the wooden
pump stand steady, I gripped the handle of the pump tighdy with both hands, then, in order to fill the tube, I put
my head down and pulled the handle up and pushed it down in long strokes, panting like a cow.
3: Holding the Shafts and Pulling
When I lifted my sleeve to wipe the sweat off my brow, it smelt like something out of a stable. As people often
say, it was the smell of horse sweat. That smell came from the blue shirt I had just put on; the sweat of hundreds
of people which had soaked into the cloth over many years and only been thrown occasionally into a bucket of
water.
Holding two wooden handles that we call the shafts of the rickshaw, I stepped out in the rectangular frame with
the afternoon sun on my back following the shadow it threw in front of me. My feet felt as though they were
burning, even though to any passenger looking down at that time, the tarred road would have looked as cool as
stone because it had just been sprayed by a public works water tanker.
First, I turned into the road along the river.
My feelings at that time? It wasn’t me. Who could recognize me?
It was really very funny! I felt like a naked man in the street pulling an ox-cart with a board mounted on it which
bore my full name and, also, the names of the close members of my family.
So acute was my embarrassment that, suddenly, it felt as though my ears had began to vibrate: sitting on the
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imaginary ox-cart, I was sure I could hear some people beating drums and clashing cymbals like those on the cart
from the Quang Lac theatre when it goes around drumming up business.
On scorching summer afternoons, the road along the river is not usually crowded, but what a crowd I thought I
saw there that day. It was as busy as the day of the celebrations of the fourteenth of July\fn{ French independence day}
when cannons fire a 21-gun salute, as bustling as the Armistice festival when a rickshaw race is organized, and
thousands of eyes stare at the professional horse person who is about to take the first prize of 2 piastres.
I had tried hard to maintain the courage I felt when, at home, I first took off my shoes and stepped out. But
now I weakened and my courage collapsed inside me as I went along with a lowered head.
I was hot from head to foot, yet my body felt cold; as cold as a fellow with a fever who has to be dragged into
hospital and stripped so that he can be dashed with water in a bathroom.
Now, in truth, there was no one at all in the street looking at me, but I still thought many people were staring,
wide-eyed. No one wanted to know me at all, but I still thought they did. I still thought they knew my full name
and, also, the place where I lived!
I was investigating! That’s what I was telling myself. But whatever you say, once your courage is gone, it
doesn’t come back; so I continued on my way with my face down and the sound of cymbals crashing in my ears.
4: Eight Advantages of a Conical Hat
Fed up, ashamed, shivering with cold, and feeling feverish, I lost my strength just as I lost my courage.
Remembering the most deserted area I could think of, I pulled the rickshaw into Hang Chuoi Street where I
intended to lower the shafts on the sidewalk and have a rest until it was dark. I would then drag the rickshaw back
and dump it at the Supervisor’s.
“Whee-els!”
That call had no meaning for me at the time. Even though I could clearly see a Frenchwoman at the head of
Hang Voi Street waving her arms as she called, I pretended I hadn’t heard a sound, and quietly pulled the rickshaw into a side-street where I also ignored a man who tried to help me by yelling into my ear:
“Hey, you, someone’s calling you.”
At that same moment, from the road beside the Bank, two rickshaws came rushing out together. Seeing two
members of my own trade competing to be horses, I honestly didn’t have the courage to laugh.
Stopping by a stall an old woman ran in Hang Chuoi Street, I spent half a sou on a cup of fresh tea. As soon as
it was down my throat, the water came straight out through the pores of my skin. I unbuttoned my shirt and,
baring my chest, fanned myself with one of the flaps.
“Why don’t you take off your hat and fan yourself? What’s the use of leaving it on your head?”
Without letting me answer or waiting for me to ask his opinion, another rickshaw coolie, who was sitting at the
tea stall with me at the time, started to prattle on about hats without drawing breath:
“A rickshaw coolie’s hat is 3 sous, but has many more uses than a white umbrella costing 1 piastre and 20
sous. It’s a hat of leaves, but it’s ten times as good as one of those fine cloth umbrellas; no doubt about it. When
it’s sunny, you can put it on your head; when it’s windy, you use it to shield the match that lights the tobacco in
your water-pipe; when you’re tired, you sit your backside down on it; when you’re not near a tea stall and feel
thirsty, you stick it under a water-pump. Then, when you’re sitting in your rickshaw and sleeping, you cover your
face with it to keep off the flies that are buzzing around; when you’re hot, use it as a fan; when there’s no time to
go home and wash your shirt, wash it in the street, wring it out ‘till it’s dry, then wrap it around your hat and carry
it on your head, drying it as you go; and, also, when you’re hard up, your rnissus can use it as a basket when she
goes to the market.”
It was four-thirty in the afternoon.
Ignoring the talkative fellow, I pulled the rickshaw to the other side of the street.
Placing the shafts of the rickshaw on the sidewalk, I put my hat on my belly, lay my back on the floor of the
rickshaw, and dreamed.
The sound of cicadas came down from the trees.
The setting sun flickered through clumps of green leaves that danced in the wind, as though it was playfully
sprinkling deep red and golden yellow coins all over my stained black hat-forming in red letters the word
“interview.”
5: Pulling a Passenger from Don Thuy to Yen Phu
Something gave the rickshaw such a strong bump from behind that I was thrown out of it. The street lamps had
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already been lit and, as I looked up from where I fell on the sidewalk, I could see their rays shining down along an
absolutely deserted stretch of road.
Then someone appeared before me. Before I had time to rub my eyes, that person had jumped into the
rickshaw, planted his backside on the seat, stamped the heel of his shoe on the floor of the carriage, and yelled:
“Allez! Vite!”\fn{Hurry up! Faster!}
I hurriedly slapped on my hat, picked up the shafts, and concentrated on pulling the rickshaw out into the
street. Why did I accept this situation and proceed to pull another human being along the road? Actually, at that
time, I did not know myself.
It now seemed as though my blood was running rapidly around my body. With my head forward and my
elbows pointed up behind my back like a grasshopper, I stepped out, and, with the first step, it seemed as though I
could swallow miles of road in one gulp. But the truth was very different. By the third step, I already felt as
though I had no flesh on my heels, that all I had left was bone which transmitted shooting pains up my legs. Being
a fat person, I also felt that my stomach became flabbier and dangled like a pig’s belly below the ribs.
“Allez! Plus vite! Allez!”
Each time my passenger stamped the heel of his shoe on the floor of the rickshaw, it was as though the shock
ran straight up the back of my neck and forced my head down. Usually, I walked with my legs evenly apart, but
now it seemed as though they were bowed. My insides were painfully twisted from the navel up, my throat was
like an overheated cast iron pipe.
With great difficulty I managed to get my passenger to the head of Dat Bridge. Breathing through my mouth,
my nose, and, also, my ears with sweat streaming off me, I no longer felt like a human being, but like a steam
engine.
From the Clock Tower, my pace started to fall into a rhythm, but I still panted through a wide-open mouth. The
two rubber tyres continued to turn on the tarred road, but the carriage was still unsteady, as though it wanted to lift
me off the ground or push me over on the sidewalk.
Nobody could say that I hadn’t been able to handle the shafts. As far as I’m concerned, to be a rickshaw coolie
you must bow to the command of two wooden shafts!
Usually, the row of electric street lamps seemed rather dim to me, but, that night, they all seemed like the glaring headlights of motor cars. They were twice as bright as usual, shining through my shirt and illuminating the
hairs on my legs.
Along the road, there were many noisy, bustling sounds which I heard and did not hear. Each time a car sped
by throwing up the dust, I was sure there were passengers I knew inside it, pointing at me with contempt. There
were also so many rickshaws around me, pulling people I knew! A strange feeling came over me. I put my head
down and ran away.
“Out of the way!”
Perhaps because of my faint call, rather than his negligence, a person crossing the road failed to avoid me.
“Are you blind? What are you doing?”
Although it was the point of one of my shafts that poked him in the shoulder, he was still threatened by the
French overseer sitting in my rickshaw.
Through the bridge underpass, past the bus stop, past the boiler house, past the old tobacco shop.
I was breathing flames, my chin was streaming with sweat like a broken piece of guttering from which water
pours on rainy days.
“Assez!”\fn{Enough!}
A heel stamped on the floor of the rickshaw once more.
I stopped in front of a house with a verandah on which an Annamese woman wearing white pants and a black
blouse lay stretched out on an easy chair.
Pushing my blue shirt half way down my back, and using my hat as a fan, I squatted down on the sidewalk
straight in front of the rickshaw. If at that time a servant had not come out and paid me 10 sous, I would have
forgotten all about it.
“Could you please go back in and ask that man for some more money for me? I brought him from Don Thuy!”
The servant hadn’t gone in when the long-nosed Frenchman came out fuming.
“What’s the matter? What’s the matter?” came the repeated question.
“He asked you to pay him some more.”
“Dix sous et encore pas content?”\fn{Ten sous and you’re still not happy?} I stood up holding out the money the
houseboy had just put in my hand:
“Monsieur, payez moi encore, monsieur, allez lointain.”\fn{Mister, pay me more, you’ve come a long way. } My
passenger jumped out threateningly.
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“Do you want a whipping? You dirty cow!” As he unfastened the leather belt girdling his stomach, the brass
buckle glittered.
At that moment I realized my passenger was, as people say, a curly haired blue-eyed overseer. Now that I’d
heard him curse me, I wanted to see if he’d take the next step and try to beat me up, and so I had to maintain a
stubborn attitude.
“Payez encore, moi pas connaitre.”\fn{Pay me more, I won’t take this.} Sure enough, a blow came before I could
avoid it, so I ran off crying loudly:
“Help, Police! Constable! Captain!” A crowd of people rushed out into the empty street. I clearly heard the
voice of a woman:
“Ahh, it’s the same old story, a rickshaw coolie being beaten up for wanting more money!”
Neither a Police Constable nor a Captain came!
Then the people in the street also ignored the fracas!
So did the woman in white pants who was still stretched out calmly on the easy chair as before.
I turned around and picked up the shafts of the rickshaw. Another man from the white-hem brigade sitting with
his arms around his legs beside another rickshaw under the street lamp said:
“It’s nothing new coming from those overseers; you should have known!”
6: Remebering an Old Man Three Years Before
The breeze at Lake Truc Bach cooled me off.
Co Ngu Road was busy with cars that had shiny brass fittings, Torpedos\fn{ An automobile briefly manufactured in
1948 in the U.S. by the Tucker Car Corporation} and limousines which their owners were taking out for a drive.
Bathing in the breeze, those people must have felt as light as a feather. With the wind coming over the lake, the
moon was reflected on the ripples on its surface, but I felt most uneasy.
The blow on the shoulder was not as painful as the one on my ribs, or the ache in the back of my neck or the
soreness in my legs. And the ache in my bones was not as painful as the ache in my brain. But, at that time, both
my brain and my bones ached. It was as if my brain said to my bones, “We’re both in pain,” then ordered my eyes
to look at the road.
What do we see on the road?
We see a fellow as fat as a buffalo with four children—although without his wife to complete the family—all
sitting together in a rickshaw that a coolie pulls along step by step.
Let’s imagine that the coolie and the fat man changed positions. The latter wouldn’t last more than three steps
before pointing at the former, grinding his teeth, and saying:
“You cruel bastard!” On summer nights we often hear ladies calling:
“Would you take me for a ride! How about 15 sous for an hour?”
Everywhere in the street, there are middle-aged women wearing heavy make-up. They sit sedately in colorful
rickshaws, and the coolies have to run smoothly to give their lady-passengers a noble air. There are also bigshouldered fellows, as big as a Guardian Spirit, whom we see with their hair slicked back, lying full length in
rickshaws that they hire by the hour. They draw on English cigarettes and roll their eyes in all directions like dragons.
“Fifteen sous for an hour? Would you take Madam for a ride?”
“Fifteen sous for an hour, makes 3 piastres a month. A bowl of sweat and blood, they value it at less than a
nickel. Such cruel exploitation!”
As I sat thinking about the experiences I’d had after putting on the clothes of a rickshaw coolie, about the
curses I’d heard and the beating I’d taken, I suddenly remembered an old man I met some three years ago.
Pulling a double-sized rickshaw—with a friend and me on board—the old man had run slowly. My friend was
annoyed and urged him on:
“Faster!” The old man answered through his breath:
“You gentlemen will only understand, if you pull a rickshaw like me!” My friend jumped down and would
have slapped the insolent coolie, if I hadn’t intervened in time.
That was three years ago. Now, I’m sure that coolie is dead.
Working at this job, how can you live for long? You run all day. You don’t have enough to eat. Your body is
soaked in the rain and exposed in the sun. People often say:
“Tropical fruit ripen early.” I say:
“Rickshaw coolies die early.”
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7: A Ten-sou Coin in the Cuff of a Coolie’s Shorts
“I’m returning my rickshaw to the same street as you; have you got enough to pay for the hire of yours?” said a
rickshaw coolie whose path converged with mine.
“After pulling the rickshaw all afternoon and evening, I’ve only taken 70 sous,” I replied. “So after paying 60
for the hire, I’ve only got 10 left.”
“Good, it’s almost two in the morning now. We can take our time to go back together. Follow me and I’ll show
you where to eat, and, after that, I’ll show you a place to sleep.”
Putting the shafts up under my armpits, I stepped off with my new friend. As it was late and the street was deserted, I engaged my friend in some trivial conversation:
“Are 10 sous enough for a meal and a place to sleep?”
“Do you have a taste for wine?”
“I never drink at all.”
“Seven sous for rice, 2 for lodging, makes 9. Then ½ sou for a bowl of fresh tea, you are left with ½. But I’ve
forgotten to include tobacco for your water-pipe.”
“No, I can’t smoke a water-pipe.”
“So, there’s nothing more to worry about!”
The clock struck two. We arrived at the place where we had to return the rickshaws.
Crossing a small courtyard, we arrived at the inside verandah where an American lamp shed a dim light. I recognized the man wearing the ragged shirt whom I saw the previous afternoon. Presumably, he was the Supervisor’s assistant.
The Supervisor wasn’t there, but on the canvas chair that he previously occupied I saw a woman sitting. This
huge old woman, wearing no blouse, had her hair hanging down and was fanning herself vigorously. Under a bib
that was smaller than a handkerchief, her breasts dangled like two coconuts as big as teapot holders.
Nearby, on a bare wooden bench, a number of half-naked fellows lay like sardines, sleeping heavily. I could
hear the sounds of people snoring, coughing, and talking in their sleep.
I took 60 sous out of my shirt pocket and handed them over.
“Rickshaw 102, wasn’t it?” The bull-headed fellow with the face full of veins and the tattered shirt asked as he
opened a notebook.
“That’s right, so please return my identity card.”
“Is the rickshaw missing anything?”
“Everything’s there.”
“You’ll have to wait ‘till I check it first.” At that moment, another rickshaw coolie came in:
“Please, Sir, I beg your kindness, I’m 20 sous short today.”
“Shut up. If you haven’t got enough for the hire, you’ll have to pawn your shirt.”
“Could I make it up tomorrow?” Without waiting for the coolie to finish talking, the old woman raised her
shrill voice:
“We are not waiting ‘till tomorrow! Where’s his shirt? Catch him!”
“I’ve only got my shorts left, it wasn’t a busy day today, please reconsider.”
At this moment, without warning, the Supervisor’s assistant who wore the ragged shirt bent down and pulled a
shifting spanner\fn{Wrench.} out from under a table, rushed at him, and struck his back three times.
“Oh, God!”
“You haven’t paid the full amount, and you’re being smart, aren’t you?”
“How dare he open his mouth! Thrash him! Give him some more!”
The old woman quickly tied her hair up into a bundle and threw herself at the coolie. She grabbed his hair and
pulled his head down and slapped him as she brought her knee up into his face and cursed.
On the wooden bench, the men, who were probably all coolies, continued to sleep soundly. One of them, who
slept more lightly than the others, lifted his head and looked, then fell back to sleep.
“Search him,” snapped the old woman. Throwing down the shifting spanner, the assistant in the ragged shirt
searched the wretched coolie from head to foot.
Now, as the coolie shook like a trembling dog, the fellow carefully fingered the hem of his shorts: “Ahh, he’s
hidden 10 sous here, the bastard!”
The assistant pulled out the 10-sou coin and then punched the coolie in the face: “What’s this? Damn your
kind, you thief!” The old woman pulled his head down and hit him again:
“From now on, quit your cheating!”
After receiving over ten blows, the wretched coolie put his hands on the small of his back and rolled over.
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Blood streamed from his nostrils, and a thick pool of it coagulated on the brick surface of the courtyard. I
shuddered and turned to the Supervisor’s assistant and said:
“The poor man owes you only 20 sous!”
8: I taste Beef Offal Soup for the First Time
Three o’clock in the morning. With the friend I met on the road, I slipped into an eating booth that was dark
and as constricted as a rat’s hole. We sat down on a couple of low stools that were pushed up close to a table. The
wooden tabletop was fIlthy with grease that had covered it for years, and on it was a container full of bamboo
chopsticks with water dripping out of it, two tiny wine cups, and a pot with a broken spout, the fish sauce container.
I breathed in an air of fetid, choking smells. This stench was called the “chopping board smell,” but this was
only partly correct, because aside from the smell of stale fat, rotten fish, tainted meat, raw onions, and a hundred
other kinds of food, there was, if you analysed it carefully, also the smell of excrement mingling with that of
habitual sweat.
A small child brought out two shallow earthenware bowls, one covering the other with the bottom one
containing 3 sous worth of rice.
I turned the top bowl over, took a pair of chopsticks, divided the rice into two, and pushed one portion of it into
the empty bowl.
In front of me, one bowl of beef offal soup stood with steam belching off it. Even though it was as hot as that, I
predicted that it wouldn’t be very tasty, because the soup looked like drain water with a few slices of offal floating
around like drowned corpses with chopped onions. Next to this was a plate of cold tripe that didn’t look any more
appetizing.
With little money, you can’t eat tasty food! Two sous for offal soup! Two sous for cold tripe!
Holding the rice bowl, I poured the soup into it, and I felt my stomach jump into my mouth. Perhaps the dish
of large intestines was not carefully prepared, for after I’d finished one mouthful, I thought I had swallowed a
whole field of bull shit. Sitting opposite, my friend said as he sipped a cup of wine:
“You don’t drink, so eat up.” Holding the bowl of soup and slurping it down noisily, my friend smacked his
tongue and said:
“The beef offal soup is delicious!”
I just sat there holding my chopsticks. The soup, the tripe, the rice dish which was cooked with grain that had
completely lost its colour and starch, and also the “house fish sauce” that was mixed with brine to discourage
consumption: even if I had tried to swallow, I would have thrown it all up.
Sitting, waiting for my friend, I looked at a food container just outside the house. Under a thin cover of steel
netting was a pot of meat—sinewy meat whittled away from the bone—still waiting to be thrown into the pot to
make the morning pork stew.
Three small freshwater carp, about the size of two crossed fingers that had been fried since I don’t know when,
were withered like grilled salted fish. They’d probably fallen into a frying-pan where they’d been cooked in fatty
dregs, then landed on a plate which hadn’t been able to tempt a customer for ages. A lump of pork brisket tied to a
cord dangled like a string of coins. Some bean curd, fried for some days, had begun to change color from yellow
to dirt brown.
Coming in from the door, one saw a plank that was fixed to the wall; hanging from it was a long row of wine
bottles, large and small. Inside the house was a big winnowing basket full of wet bowls pushed under a bench
covered with a dirty sleeping mat. Fastened above it was a coarse curtain the color of rice gruel and offal soup.
The food, the utensils, the curtain, the sleeping mat; it was as though everything was dried out by the light of
two oil-lamps from which thick smoke rose as they burnt night after night. I thought:
“In a setting like this, people can still lift their rice bowls and swallow the food with pleasure, but what food,
what drinks are really good? All the discarded leftovers have come to the eating house: rotten eggs, spoiled meat,
stale fish, diseased chickens, sick dogs!
“These leftovers don’t include the meat that had already been boiled to extract the broth and then discarded, or
the leftover potato dishes that had been thrown into a pot of rice water which had been removed by the kitchen
hands in French restaurants and sold to eating-places like this.”
I felt nauseous.
Looking up, I saw my friend still slurping his soup, but this time, with a face as red as wine and feeling very
pleased with himself
Do we eat to live? Do we live to eat?
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9: In a Jar One Night
A rickshaw lamp swung beneath my friend’s hand like a flickering firefly. Passing a dike a little over 2 metres
high, we descended into a deep depression that was as dark as a grave.
No longer could we see the row of electric lights along the Don Thuy Road. Obscured by the long dike, they
gave off a dull glow above our heads. What a sad scene.
I followed my friend’s footsteps. There were no stars in the sky. A pulsating chorus of croaking frogs and toads
and crickets resounded all around me.
That’s the area of the southern slums! The home of a group of poor, wretched people. A torn basket full of rubbish at the foot of a row of imposing villas!
There was no ray of light. Not one tyre mark. Here, the light of civilization is blocked by a wall of dirt; the
wheel of progress is stopped by a long stretch of dike.
And yet something has managed to cross it! This is the Opium Spirit with tortoiseshell red wings attached to
its back. This is Miss Phu Dung, the spirit with the beautiful name that people know well how to call.
That night, I saw Miss Phu Dung lie there, in the compartment of a leaf-covered dwelling that was slanted on a
twisted house post and in which ten people were packed as though in a jar.
I bent down and slipped through a doorway that was no higher than a metre. My friend pointed out Tu, who
was lying beside an opium tray. Then, taking off his blue outer shirt, my friend said:
“This person wants to sleep here for a while.”
I nodded a greeting and handed over 2 sous I had just taken out of my pocket.
The person lying beside the opium tray lifted his head, raised his arm to take the money without uttering a
word. He was about forty, pale, and with sunken cheeks. His eyes were also deeply sunk into his head. His arms
were as thin as reeds. His pants were rolled up above his knees, showing two legs that were no stouter than his
arms.
Without being invited, I sat down on the bed beside our friend who was lying there smoking opium. After exhaling a long trail of smoke, he sat up, drew his knees up, undid the flask on the opium pipe, bared his chest,
rolled his sleeves up to his shoulders, and scraped the residue out of the flask.
In one corner, a number of others, all men, some wearing shirts, others bare-chested, were sitting on a piece of
sleeping mat with their heads converging around a smoky lamp on a tray. They made noisy cries as they gathered
around playing a kind of card game called “Bat,” “Pull,” “Turn it over,” “Bat,” “Damn your mother,” “Damn your
father.”
Rickshaw coolies robbing rickshaw coolies; crippled chickens scratching around the grinding stone to peck at
empty husks!
A woman holding a child lay on a hammock that was hidden in the darkness. She popped her head out from
time to time, opened her mouth and asked:
“Did the ‘wooden fish’ win, or who?”
My friend who brought me here, joined the group playing cards. I was left with Tu, and, having the opportunity, I coaxed him with a question:
“Each day, how many pipes do you smoke?” After putting the top back on the flask, he looked up at me:
“Did you say this is the first time you’ve been here?”
“Yes. The other man has just brought me here today.”
“You look as though you’re from Hanoi.”
“No, I just came down from the higlands a few days ago.”
With the opium pipe standing at the foot of the bed, Tu took a long draw on it. Without giving him the time to
judge me, I asked again:
“Each day, how many pipes do you smoke?”
Lying down slowly, Tu invited me to join him. Inserting the point of the opium pick into the ball of residue and
holding it up to the lamp, Tu said as he prepared the opium:
“Twenty sous a day, as I have only one session at night. Mixed opium can be smoked many times and the
residue lasts.”
“So, in that case, how many pipes?”
“Three pipes, sometimes four, but no more, because the residue gets too strong and damaging, and I haven’t
got the strength to draw on it.”
“At 20 sous, you must spend 6 or 7 piastres a month.”
“No, not that much. I cook the residue again, so that I save a bit each month.”
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“Smoking like that, surely you can’t work at night?”
“No, I only hire a rickshaw and pull it at night. During the day, it’s extremely hot and very hard work.”
“So if you work at night, when are you able to find the time to smoke opium?”
“At 2 a.m. I return the rickshaw. I get back here a little before you just arrived. I smoke ‘till morning. After
eating, I sleep until five in the afternoon, get up, eat again, and go to work.”
“Money for hiring the rickshaw, for opium, and also for food; how can you make enough to afford it working
only for seven or eight hours?”
I asked him his story, and he smoked as he responded. By now, his cold attitude had completely disappeared.
Hearing me ask the last question, he just laughed and did not answer.
Seeing I didn’t ask any more questions, Tu turned his eyes towards me. Perhaps I had revealed a little of my
true identity beside the opium-lamp, because, now, I clearly heard him ask:
“If I’m not mistaken, I see you don’t have to work at this occupation. For how many days have you been
pulling a rickshaw?” I remained calm without fearing that he would unmask me, and answered with a sincere
expression on my face:
“True. With a body like mine, who could say I’ve had a hard time. Up in Thai Nguyen, I used to have a house.
During my childhood, my parents spoiled me, and I didn’t study. When I grew up, I led a debauched life, drank
and smoked opium, lost all my wealth, and, then, my parents got angry and disowned me. I came to Hanoi, where
I intended to take up a trade. But without an education and with no specific skills, I couldn’t get anything. I was
hungry and had to crawl on my knees. People said I should go and get a job as a rickshaw coolie. I thought that
for someone as half-baked as me, there wasn’t any other occupation.”
The group playing cards had broken up. It was almost mormng.
On a few flimsy bamboo beds, over ten coolies, who had just been fighting to fleece each other at cards, now
lay rolling around exhausted, offering a sweaty banquet to the mosquitoes that swarmed above them.
Lying beside the miserable opium tray and preparing the opium for Tu to smoke, I had become his close friend.
Through the sounds of children crying, the heavy snoring of the half-dead gamblers, we continued to exchange
confidences. I didn’t sleep throughout the whole night.
As he realized I wanted to know about his ten years as a rickshaw coolie, Tu was happy to tell me his story.
10: Tu’s Twenty-Eighth Year
“Twelve years ago, I was like you are now; I’d left home, walked for three days from Thai Binh to get here,
and hoped to find a job in order to survive.
“I say I’d left home. Actually, at the time, my home was seized by some people, and I lost everything! My
father, a scholar who taught Chinese characters, lived at Tan De. Because he committed the offence of making a
false seal, he was arrested by the government and sent to Son La where he died. I was the only child and lived at
home with my mother. My mother loved my father very much and, despite her old age, cried for him every night.
After that, she went blind. At that time, I took every single thing in the house and sold it to pay for treatment to try
to save my mother’s sight.
“I spent all the money, and my mother stayed blind.
“That year really was an extremely miserable one for me, although I still had a roof over my head. Coming
from a scholar’s family, I didn’t even know how to truss a chicken, so I didn’t know what I could do to look after
my mother. At that time, my father’s students all went in different directions. Desperate, I finally went to the
province capital and brought a rickshaw home to work it.
“Pulling a rickshaw in the provinces in those days was not like it is now. You still wore a long dark tunic,
tucked into a waistband; you had a turban wrapped around your head and wore a proper lacquered hat. People
also allowed me to pay gradually for the rickshaw I worked and, finally, to own it.
“At that time, in the country, people who were able to run a rickshaw were no different from people who
rowed a ferry-boat. Whatever the difficulties of running a ferry-boat, they were the same when pulling a rickshaw.
Although it was a very hard way to make a living, nobody despised you, especially me: everyone knew I was a
student who had fallen on hard times.
“After pulling the rickshaw for two years and looking after my mother, I had paid off the instalments on the
rickshaw and was able to own it completely. Seeing my old mother provided with food and comfort, 1 didn’t mind
the hard work.
“But, my friend, fate stepped in again. One day, the customs police came to search for illicit alcohol. 1 don’t
know how it happened but they found a basket full of rice dregs behind the back garden. 1 was arrested and taken
away, and my thatched house with three compartments was confiscated together with my rickshaw. After I was
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taken away, I wasn’t able to find out clearly what my mother’s situation was. I was imprisoned for three months in
the province jail, and when I was released, someone else was living in the house and my mother had been dead for
some time.
“I enquired of an old woman who had a tea stall right next to the jetty. She told me the story: a notable in the
village was entrusted to sell my house, and a Mr. Ly Cuu bought it. Seeing me get mixed up in an offence that put
me in prison, my mother died just five or six days after I was taken away. Feeling pity, the village bought the
coffin made of wood from a kapok tree to bury her, while the relatives all disappeared, complaining bitterly about
the situation.
“I asked where my mother was buried and visited her grave. Then, wiping my tears, I picked up my bundle and
left immediately, without a house, without knowing anyone I could rely on for food, looking for somewhere to
live.
“From Tan De, I headed south. I spent one night trying to sleep here and there on the roadside, and early the
next morning I headed for Phu Ly. I slept one night in a boarding house there and, having no money for food, I
had to beg the housekeeper to let me pawn my tunic before I was allowed to leave.
“Thinking of that story, I’m still ashamed by it. Wretched, with only three bowls of very low-grade rice and a
few leaves of green vegetables that weren’t worth 5 sous, the owner insulted my ancestors and also seized my
long black tunic for which he could still have got 50 sous even if he sold it cheaply.
“I was full of self-pity and wanted to cry but had no tears left.
“I was twenty-eight!”
Seeing that Tu did not say any more, I stopped preparing the opium and looked at him. From the holes in
which his eyes were set deeply in his skull, my friend shed without emotion a few tears that seemed to be mixed
with blood.
I also fell silent and rolled the ball of opium residue around in the cold flame of the oil-lamp. Tu sat up, wiped
his nose with a brown hand towel, sipped some water, then lay down again waiting to smoke the ball of opium I
was rolling to put into the flask.
11: The Horse Follows Its Own Path
“So, you left Phu Ly with nothing except your identity card?”
“My old identity card—the day I arrived in Hanoi, I had to hand it over to the rickshaw Supervisor. And it was
fortunate that I still had it; if I hadn’t, I’d have starved to death.”
“Did you work a rickshaw from the beginning?”
“There was nothing else to do! But I was able to get a rickshaw with rubber tyres, and was able to exchange
my rough brown clothes for a decent set of blue ones. This was better than before.
“Also, at that time, the rickshaw rent was still quite low: 20 or 25 sous for the 4 a.m. to 1 p.m. shift; 40 or 45
for the 1 p.m. to 3 a.m. shift.
“With plenty of customers, it was easy to make a living, but the work was very hard and more exhausting than
in Thai Binh. If you could bear running all day, you had money for food and were able to put aside a few sous; so
if you didn’t find any customers or were too idle to work, there were days when you could use that money to pay
for the hire of the rickshaw; and if you didn’t have it, the Supervisor would take your shirt or shorts and return
them when you had enough money to make it up.”
“Are Supervisors related to the rickshaw owners, or do they just work for the owners?”
“They are neither related to nor work for the owners; they are bull-headed scoundrels who stand in for the
owners and rarely get paid by them. They live on the backs of the coolies. Like now, all day and night, the
Supervisors squeeze the coolies for 1 piastre and 10 sous: 50 sous for the day, 60 for the night. So for each
rickshaw, they only pay the owner 70 sous’ rent, keeping 40 to put in their pockets. The rickshaw owners know
that, the coolies know that, but the Supervisors are still needed, because the owners are never able to hunt down
the coolies who short-change them, and the owners do not trust the coolies enough to give the rickshaws directly
to them.
“There used to be owners who rented out their own rickshaws, but the coolies got away with a lot of rent or
abandoned their rickshaws on the side of the road and didn’t return them; the owners lost a lot of time going to
find them, and, also, without a ruffian for a Supervisor, the coolies weren’t afraid of them. After that, seeing they
were losing a lot, the owners had to use Supervisors to stand in for them.”
“If a coolie gets away with the rent, does the Supervisor have to reimburse the owner?”
“Yes, but they rarely suffer a loss. When the time comes to return the rickshaws, they open their notebooks, see
which ones are a time slow to return, jump on their bicycles, and ride around the streets looking for them. When
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they find a coolie who is still hanging around, they grab him, give him a good thrashing, and search him in the
middle of the streets. It’s an unlucky coolie who is short of a few sous; he just gets more punches in the face, the
chest, the ribs, the kidneys; then, jumping on his bike, the Supervisor accompanies the coolie right back to the
house.
“We have an expression: ‘As cruel as a Rickshaw Supervisor!’
“But they are not only cruel, they are also cunning. They are the overseers who prosper on the sweat and tears
that are wrung out of coolies. They are able to purchase rice fields and houses. Some even establish estates, keep
eight or nine wives, and have bigger funerals for their parents than are held for a province chief.
“They really are evil. They rob the pickings of the poor, they live on the backs of the destitute. Scoundrels like
that are allowed to live comfortably, while we toil away in the heat of the sun and the cold of the night.”
Leaving Tu to curse, I put my hand up to my forehead, and lay dreaming to myself.
Outside, beside the river, mulberry trees had appeared in all their green.
The story, that had gone on all night in the low thatched dwelling, flickered out with the flame of the opiumlamp.
12: The Firest Lesson From An Opium Tin
“Since you have been able to survive for twelve years pulling a rickshaw, I think I can put up with it. Today,
I’m still very tired and don’t need to work, so I’d like to rest here with you. After paying for the bus and some
cakes on the way down from Thai Nguyen, I have 2 piastres left. I want to smoke a few pipes to regain my
strength; here’s the money, tell someone to go and buy some opium.”
I gave Tu a 1-piastre note.
Taking the money, he threw a brown sweat rag over his shoulder, and, feebly lifting his shriveled body off the
bed, took a small tin box from the opium tray. In a rasping voice, he then said: “How about you stay here and
replace the wick on the lamp? To get good stuff, I’ll have to go myself.”
“Loose or packaged?”
“Loose, but you get a good smoke out of it; there’s plenty for four pipes.”
“Incidentally, could you buy some more oil?”
“Ah yes, I nearly forgot, could you give me the flask at the foot of the bed?”
Half an hour later, Tu returned with a flask of oil, a tin box of opium, and a packet of twenty powdered sweets.
“A good pipe followed by these sweets is wonderful! Please see if the teapot is still hot.” I picked up the teapot, took the steel top—which was the top of a Nestle milk tin—off it and emptied ftom it a few drops of deep red
tea water.
“Is it finished? Let me boil some more water. We’ll pour it in, the tea leaves are still good!”
Tu carried a battered brazier and a few sticks of bamboo and put them straight on the bed. The bamboo was
young and didn’t fire easily, and the flames rose slowly in the thick smoke.
I poured the oil into the lamp’s rusty steel well and lit it. Assembling the flask, Tu tested the opium pick on his
lips, and praised his set of implements, despite their shoddy appearance.
With our pants rolled up to our thighs, Tu and I now lay on either side of the tray with our bodies tilted towards
it.
The opium stick spluttered in the flame like a roasted plum; from the tin box of opium, Tu’s story spluttered
like roasted rice:
“Working a rickshaw, you toil all day, eat hastily, and the only leisure you get is when you lie beside the opium
tray.” Tu then wrinkled his cheeks and laughed:
“For rickshaw pullers, pulling a pipe gives so much pleasure and pulling people causes so much pain!”
He seemed very satisfied with this remark. After I had finished preparing the opium, I invited him to smoke
first and pretended to make a stupid complaint:
“I only pulled the rickshaw for one shift yesterday and I’m aching all over. My bones are rattling around as
though my joints are loose, especially in the legs. They’re still very sore.”
“At first, it’s painful for everyone. But if you know how to pull, and know how to massage your muscles, it
helps a lot.”
“So how do you do it? Tell me what to do.”
“Don’t worry, staying here with me, you’ll be skilled before long.”
“But my body’s very painfull now. What do I have to do to get relief?”
“You go on and prepare that pipe! I know a way, don’t worry.”
After smoking about ten pipes in a row, Tu stood up and went out behind the house. When he returned, he held
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a pot containing something that looked like cooking dregs covered in water. Putting the pot on the brazier, he took
a bamboo taper and lit a fire beneath it. Steam rose from the liquid and gave off a pungent stinking odour that
smelt like urine mixed with medicinal herbs.
Pouring the foul dregs into a dirty rag, Tu gave it to me, told me to make a wad of it, and to rub it on the
painful parts of my body, including my legs.
I did that and asked him about the concoction as I rubbed.
“In half an hour you’ll be better. Anyone can make this medicine. Whittle a little rice husk and pound it, pour
some urine into it, and heat it up. Each muscle, each joint, each welt you’ve taken in a beating, rub them and
you’ll be cured!”
“Is that all?”
“If you can drink the juice from bamboo leaves, it’s better. Pluck a few leaves from young bamboo and dry
them. After they’ve begun to wilt, wash them, cook them in a pot, and drink a few bowls of the juice.”
Twisting and bending my creaking body, I lay down again. I went on preparing the opium for Tu to smoke, and
asked him about the method of pulling a rickshaw.
“Pulling a rickshaw is a trade. Anyone can pick up the wooden handles and pull, but one must know how to
pull and to run to conserve one’s strength. I’m sure you ran a whole journey, and were panting when you dropped
the shafts. That means you don’t know how to pull. People who know how to pull properly don’t breathe heavily
like that.
“Working a trade where you run all day year after year, your body would gradually shrivel up if you didn’t
know how to run and panted each time like a cow, weakening your lungs, and developing coughing and asthma.
With no nutritious food to eat, living in a hole, being exposed to the wind, soaked in the rain and dew, and dried in
the sun: all that would wear down a stone, let alone a human being.
“But that’s our fate and you can’t resist it! You have to know the best way to survive.”
So saying, Tu stood up without showing any emotion, took the teapot, and drank straight out of it. He sat down
again and, noiselessly taking a sweet and putting it in his mouth, he said as he crunched it:
“When you pick up the shafts, you take a look at the way the passenger is sitting and work out the balance
before you start running. If the passenger is sitting back in the seat, you must take a long shaft; if sitting forward,
you take a middle position; if leaning to one side (with the cushions supporting his elbow), you take a short shaft.
Before setting out, you must set yourself between the shafts. Once you’ve taken the shafts, don’t change the
position when you turn a corner or you’ll be unsteady and the rickshaw will bounce and tilt to one side. Don’t run
on a full stomach, and make sure your belt is tight; if it’s not, you’ll have no support for your midriff, and if you
eat too well, you’ll throw up.
“When you are running, keep your lips closed and only breathe through the nose, not the mouth. Controlling
your breath like that will conserve your strength, while panting through an open mouth will immediately make
you feel tired. Keep that up until you really need some air, then open your mouth and let out strongly one big
breath before closing it again and continuing to breathe through your nose.
“Now, when the rickshaw has stopped and the passenger stepped down, release your breath, but don’t sit down
straight away. You must take a few steps to allow your legs to loosen up before you sit down and have a rest. Fan
yourself to dry the sweat, before you have a drink of water.”
Tu taught me that first lesson in many bits and pieces. Each pipe was a full stop at the end of a string of words,
each sweet a comma!
But how indifferent he was! Throughout fifty or sixty sentences, he didn’t use a single question or exclamation
mark.
The first lesson Tu gave me came out of an opium tin. And now that I’d had the first one, I was able to learn
many more difficult ones—from other tins of opium.
13: My Teacher Opens His Heart
That day, we were very intoxicated.
People say opium is cooked with blackbird bones, and it is possibly true, because it was as if my landlord sang
like a blackbird when he told me everything he had inside him.
A trade that requires you to run head first down the street after a few sous each day soon teaches you your left
from your right and alerts you to pitfalls that ordinary people can’t see. To be clear about this, there are various
tricks of the rickshaw trade, just as there are of any other.
The bartender adds water to alcohol; the contractor adds sand to cement; the restaurant owner soaks raw rice in
limewater to fill many bowls; the Chettyars lend money at 30 per cent, but force the borrowers to sign receipts at
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10 per cent, following government regulations.
What do we call such dealings?
Trade secrets!
The bartenders’ business, the contractors’, the restaurant owners’, the Chettyars’, each one has its secrets, and
so, no less, does the rickshaw pullers’.
I had just learned many of them from a veteran of more than ten years.
Unlike journalists, magicians, and apothecaries, Tu was truly a fellow who did not know how to keep his trade
secrets. He did not hide a thing. Today, he had revealed all the clever tricks he knew, released them from a little
tin of opium that had been prepared with blackbird bones.
“Working in the rickshaw trade, you have to know what’s on the passenger’s mind,” said Tu, adopting a
serious tone and the dignified air of a teacher who is instructing a pupil. Now, at this point, Dear Readers, allow
me to interrupt and interpret Tu’s ideas in a more sophisticated way:
“Rickshaw coolies must know the psychology of their passengers.” Tu went on:
“Once you know what kind of passenger you are pulling, you know whether or not you can ask for a few extra
sous without being kicked or slapped. Going into an expensive Chinese restaurant, there are times when people
order dishes for over a hundred sous and don’t touch them, but they bargain hard for a sou or two when they use a
rickshaw. In 1 piastre, there are 100 sous, and while 100 sous can be thrown without any fuss into the drawer of a
fat Chinese restaurant owner, 1 sou thrown into the torn hat of a rickshaw coolie is such a big thing. Ninety-nine
out of a hundred passengers are like that. They think that the extra sou they give the coolie is bigger than the
rickshaw wheel.
“If you think about it, it’s not really strange, because no one needs to keep face with a rickshaw coolie. The
places you need to keep face are in big stores, expensive restaurants, and theatres.
“If a passenger regards 1 sou as a big sum, then the person pulling a rickshaw must play down its value. Doing
this does not mean that you undervalue 1 sou because it cannot buy much, but because it makes it smaller in the
eyes of the person who thinks it is big!
“If you want to close the eyes of the passenger, you must first know what sort of person he is.
*
“You see, even though you’re running, you must always use your head. Let me give you an example. One day
about five in the afternoon, I’d just taken the rickshaw out and immediately picked up a rich young man. He was
well dressed. I only knew he had money, and didn’t know what he was dressed for.
“The trip was from Hang Dau to Hom Market, and he bargained for 8 sous. I asked for 10; he was resolved not
to pay that much. But because it would have been bad luck to refuse the first passenger of the day, I agreed to pull
him.
“The rickshaw ran to the top of Hang Dao Street. Six or seven steps ahead of me was another rickshaw. It
carried a young woman. I couldn’t see how she was dressed, but from the back, she looked fashionable enough.
“The street was packed, so the crowd of rickshaws ahead were not traveling very fast. Taking advantage of the
opportunity, I slackened my pace to fall in with the traffic, thinking: why bother trying to get through the crowd.
“From that moment, I felt the springs shaking on my rickshaw. I guessed straight away that the young man was
impatient to overtake the rickshaw ahead, but because the street was narrow and crowded, it wasn’t possible for
him to hurry me, and, if he had ordered me, I’m sure he would have been embarrassed.
“Knowing his weakness, I shouted for people to get out of the way, and tried to get through the crowd. As soon
I managed to overtake the rickshaw in front, I slackened my pace.
“The rickshaw left Hang Dao Street and entered the road along the edge of Hang Guom Lake. The road was
wide and I meant to run so that the second rickshaw could stay beside us, but I also kept my rickshaw just ahead.
“The springs on my rickshaw then settled down, and didn’t shake as before. Knowing my passenger was
satisfied, I maintained that pace.
“Passing the Post Office, the other rickshaw stopped at the Brodard patisserie.\fn{Pastry shop.} I ran at a slower
pace as I came to the old Crossroads Depot, then I ran as fast as I could, overtaking a tram going in the same
direction.
“When we reached Hom Market, the young man pointed to the place where he wanted to stop and paid me a
full 10 sous.”
*
I interrupted: “He might just be a generous man. You never know.”
“Not at all. A fellow who bargains so hard for a few sous before he gets into the rickshaw, how can he be generous!”
“But during that trip, whether you ran fast or slow, your passenger neither attracted the attention of that girl nor
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wooed her, did he?”
“There’s no need to woo the girls. To dress up and go out looking at girls, and to attract their attention with
your slicked-back hair, your smart clothes, your shiny shoes, and the perfume you wear, that should be satisfying
enough.
“But it depends on the person; not everyone is the same.
“If you pull an old person, you have to call on people to keep out of the way as you run slowly; pulling a
Frenchman, you have to run strongly and not be afraid even at night when the street lamps are slow to come on;
pulling rich young ladies and gentlemen, you must run with a sense of importance.
“In other words, it depends on the kind of passenger you have. If your passenger is a gossip, you have to chat
as you run; if you have one who looks down on you as an inferior, you have to keep your mouth shut; a passenger
who is not a mandarin still has to be treated like one; a woman you know has a bad reputation and who is dressed
up when she gets in the rickshaw also has to be treated like a great lady!
“Even when you see a black African or a Chinese whom you don’t know anything about, you still call them
Sir, as you would a shopowner, and invite them to step into your rickshaw, so that you can take them wherever
they want to go.
“There’s nothing to lose with a flattering word. What they do is their business as long as they get into the
rickshaw, and don’t mind if you beg for a bit more once you lower the shafts:
*
“Where did my teacher intend to take me next?” I asked myself, as I lay there absorbing all the information.
As he scraped the residue with a knife, my teacher dissected many people, and I was one of them.
What could be more laughable than that?
As you are well aware, Dear Readers, I have been a passenger many times!
14: A “Touring” Rickshaw and a “Stretcher”
“Why bother talking about those damned coolies!”
You will usually hear that expression being used by distinguished people—like you and me. We use that expression without thinking about it, because nobody considers it insulting when talking about laborers.
This is to say we despise those miserable creatures who, with their heads down, pull us around town to make 5
or 10 sous a journey.
You also think like me, I think like Mr. X, Mr. X thinks like Mr. T.
And yet, there is a class of people who don't think like us. What class is that?
The rickshaw coolies.
I am sure you are about to whisper in my ear: “When a person sits and lets another person pull him around, the
puller thinks it’s inhuman, doesn’t he?”
But let’s not talk about humane principles. Here, I’m only speaking of the dignity and identity of the passenger.
How do passengers look through the eyes of coolies? On this question, let’s listen to another lecture from my
teacher, Tu, who delivered it one day during a drinking session:
“Don’t think that you are just paid to run fast with your head down. As you are running, you still have to use
your head, as you watch the road and listen for car horns. Using your head, you will soon understand that in life
people who appear in fine clothes and put on airs are posing as something they are not.
“Let me tell you about a summer afternoon I remember well when it was as hot as today, and I was pulling two
people from Hang Dao who did not bargain.
*
“They got out of another rickshaw, waved me down, and said in a very confident manner:
“‘Lend me 30 sous! We’ll pay you back later.’
“They wanted to borrow the change to pay off the other fellow before continuing the journey with me. I saw
that the two people were well dressed—in satin, fine material, high-heeled shoes, and glasses—and thinking they
would be good customers, I was happy to oblige. I lifted up the flap of my shirt and, pulling the 30 sous out of the
hem, I gave it to them. I asked them where they wanted to go, and they said they wanted to hire the rickshaw for a
few hours. They also offered to pay 25 sous an hour.
“I accepted. One of them took my money and gave it to the other coolie who was still waiting to be paid. The
two people then got into my rickshaw.
“Going around from one street to another, I had to stop for them to look around and then start running again,
my shirt dripping with sweat. Although I was tired, I listened to them as I was running to try to work out what was
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going on.
“Perhaps at that time they thought I was an animal or someone from one of the mountain tribes and so they
ignored me as they sat back having a good time. Their talk, the likes of which you wouldn’t have heard from the
roughest coolies, turned my ears red.
“I kept on listening until it was one in the morning. Then I realized they were on a trip around town looking for
a chance to make some money, and weren’t able to dig up enough to pay for the fare. This was why we went
around and around all night.
“I was getting impatient and had to ask what was happening. At first, they sweet-talked me. Then they became
quarrelsome and tried to pick a fight with me. Would you believe that they could then open their mouths and say:
“‘We’re out of money; if you want to be paid, you’ll have to pull us around ‘till morning; if you’re not happy,
you can let us off here!’
“This stopped me dead. At two in the morning, I had to return the rickshaw. The rent would be 52 sous. From
when I started in the afternoon to the time I picked these people up in the evening, I’d made 40 sous. They had
borrowed 30, and so this left me with 10.
“I had no choice but to keep on pulling them. Otherwise, where would the money come from to pay for the
rent, let alone for food? So I had to grit my teeth and go on pulling ‘till morning, hoping that they would feel sorry
for me and pay a bit extra. When I returned the rickshaw, I would pay for the extra hours.
“From then on, I continued to tramp down the road with my passengers not urging me to go faster as they had
in the afternoon. It was clear that they had nowhere to go!
“That day was really such an unfortunate one that it was just as though the first person I saw at the gate was a
woman. I was so tired after running all day and so sleepy when I stopped at Co Ngu, but I did not dare to close my
eyes. As I was sitting there, my eyelids felt heavier and heavier. For fear of falling asleep and letting the bastards
sneak away, I stood up again and pulled the rickshaw to stay awake. When I turned around, I saw my passengers
leaning against each other, asleep. One of them had slipped his turban under his arm as if for fear that someone
would steal it; the other held between his legs a useless walking stick that no one could be bothered picking up
even if he had thrown it away!
“At times I was so furious, I wanted to throw them out of the rickshaw onto their backs: yes, I was so
frustrated, dead on my feet, yet I couldn’t lie down, and I hadn’t eaten a thing since midday.”
*
“Why didn’t you pull them straight to the police station?”
“Because I’d have to put up with more kicks in the arse! Because they were so well dressed, no policeman
would have said they were cheats. They’d have said I was a troublemaker.
“The Police? Forget about them!”
“So what did they do the next morning?”
*
“The next morning! As soon as they’d opened their eyes, the bastards told me to take them to Sam Cong Alley
and stop in front of an opium den belonging to an old Chinaman. Then the man with the coat on knocked on the
door and went in. When he came out all he had left on was his white tunic.”
“Did he pawn his coat with the Chinaman?”
“I wouldn’t know! But if he didn’t, where would he have got the money? Yet, he was still haughty with me.
When he came out, he pretended to take out his purse and pull out some money. I thought he was about to pay me
at least over 1 piastre. But he only counted out 100 sous’ change; in other words, for pulling them around between
six in the evening and six in the morning, they paid me 70 sous. I intended to cause a scene when the other fellow
started to admit the truth. He emptied his purse saying there wasn’t a sou left in it. He asked me to take the 70 as a
down payment, and said that he would give me more when we ran into each other again.
“What could I do? 1 had no choice but to wipe the sweat off my brow and take it. Fifty-two sous for the hire,
and another 30 for the extra time, 82 in all; and yet when I went back to pay this sum to the Supervisor, he still
scolded me mercilessly.
“I returned to the boarding-house. Since I was very late back from my shift, everyone gathered around to ask
me what had happened. I intended to hide the truth, but before I opened my mouth, there was a commotion:
“‘Tu must have been a victim of touring con men!’
“‘Last night you pulled a stretcher, didn’t you?’
“I now understood that those tricks had been played on many coolies before me. A touring rickshaw meant a
rickshaw that pulled people around the streets who were looking for random opportunities to make money. A
stretcher meant a rickshaw that pulled dead bodies. The con men who lay full-length sleeping in my rickshaw all
night were certainly no different from dead bodies.”
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I thought about this story and laughed under my breath. I used to have a friend who called himself a romantic.
He usually didn’t have a coin in his pocket, but still jumped into a rickshaw whenever he saw one. There were
times when he took a trip that was only worth 10 sous, but by the time he had finished running around trying to
borrow money to pay the fare, the distance he had covered came to a few piastres. A rickshaw which pulled him
around town ‘to try to find money’, he jokingly called an economic rickshaw!
Then another day …
15: The Lining Of the Snake-skin Shoes
“Another day, night had just fallen, and, although there were only a few scattered raindrops, it was extremely
cold. It was January, and I was only dressed lightly in two thin garments through which the wind cut like a knife.
“Six o’clock, seven o’clock, eight o’clock; Hang Buom, Hang Dao, and the road beside the lake; the streets
were deserted; not a soul called as I searched endlessly for a customer.
“As I turned out of Cau Go Street, I suddenly heard the sound of people quarreling. It seemed to come from
under the roof of a dark verandah some distance away. Stopping the rickshaw, I stood and listened, and realized
that the voices came from only about ten paces away. I heard clearly the voices of a woman and a man. The
woman said:
“‘I’m not going anywhere; I’m standing here till morning.’ The man said:
“‘You are being very difficult; you are going to stand here and die of the cold, are you?’ They continued to
argue:
“‘If you are afraid of the cold, you can leave!’
“‘It’s no good talking like that. Nobody’s going to eat you in there!’
“‘I’ve already told you, many people know my father.’
“‘If you don’t want to go in, we’ll go somewhere else; standing here, we risk seeing someone we know, don’t
you think?’
“‘Go where? Where are we going to go?’
“‘Let’s just go, can’t you see, that rickshaw coolie over there is laughing at us.’
“I stepped closer, putting the rickshaw down on the pavement and pulled the hood back as I invited the couple
to get in.
“At that moment, a man suddenly appeared at the top end of Hang Dau Street. Hurrying towards the rickshaw,
the woman raised the back panel of her tunic to cover her head. The man quickly followed her, jumped into the
rickshaw, and urged me to get moving.
“I pulled the hood back over the rickshaw. Turning the shafts to the right, I ran straight down Hang Gai Street.
By then, I suppose, the couple felt easier. They didn’t bother to tell me where to go; they left it to me. Across
Hang Lo to Cua Nam, from the Cua Nam Gardens straight on to Ong Bay Palace; the night was cold and rainy,
but I was soaked with sweat.
“Along the way, from inside the cover, I occasionally heard giggling. From the French School, I ran slowly,
and the slower I ran, the tighter I had to grip the shafts to control the rickshaw. At one point, I heard a long sigh,
then the words:
“‘Please keep it.’
“My body had just cooled down, but it broke out in sweat again.
“The girl asked to get out at Hang Dau Gardens, and the young man told me to take him to Hang Hai. When he
stepped down from the rickshaw, he gave me 30 sous and went into a big Chinese restaurant at the end of the
street. I couldn’t even be bothered rearranging the seat cushions. I put the shafts up under my armpits and went on
with both hands in my pockets.
*
“Until then I wouldn’t have known what a Hanoi girl really was, one with a velvet tunic and black pants,
handbag, and earings.”
“Would you say those girls come from good families or are just prostitutes?”
“Both. We know all classes of people when we pull a rickshaw at night. About the prostitutes, there’s no point
in saying much, because their trade requires them to sell their bodies to survive. But it’s not the same for the
young ladies of good families who also degrade themselves: by making a few piastres in a couple of hours, they
can behave like boastful young women who display themselves with make-up, perfume, colourful tunics, snakeskin shoes. They are like glittering angels on the outside and rotten on the inside.
“As a group, we call those girls the nouveau riche. Nowadays, the nouveau riche scene spreads out like the
jungle in Hanoi: the women come from the meat stalls, the vegetable stalls, the egg stalls, the prawn stalls, the
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typists, the clerks’ wives, the daughters, and sisters of various government officials.
“When you see those women with their hair parted or wearing high heels, don’t think they’re rich. They
haven’t got a sou on them; if they knocked over a basket of cheap rice cakes, they’d probably have to take off
their tunics to pay for the damage.
“They are no different from the shoes you drag along the street. Beneath the glass beads twinkling like diamonds on the velvet toe is a soiled inner lining.”
*
After a few cups of wine, my teacher was very eloquent today. After all, even though he had not met with good
fortune, he had been a Confucian scholar for half his life! In any case, he went on talking in that miserable setting;
there were still many painful stories to tell. If we filter the stinking mud, we’ll still find a few drops of water.
“One day it was so bad I sobbed, feeling sorry for the others and also for myself. That day I was on the night
shift. It was after nine when a girl called me at the end of Hang Bat Street. The tart, who was fairly well dressed,
got into the rickshaw without bargaining and told me to take her to Hang Buom Street. When we reached the end
of Hang Buom, she didn’t tell me to stop, but said to go on to the road along the river. Once we’d traveled down
along the river to Don Thuy, we ran into a procession blocking the road. The procession had trumpets, drums, and
lanterns, and once it passed, the girl told me to pull her along behind it.
“Passing the French Opera House, Trang Tien Street, Hang Trong, the road beside the lake, Hang Dao, Dong
Xuan Market, the eastern entrance of Hang Ga, Mr. Sau Yo’s Palace, the procession entered the municipal gate. A
French policeman told us to turn into Gio-Giep, but the girl was undecided and told me to continue slowly back
towards the eastern gate of Hang Ga. After that, she told me to run around until 1 a.m., then asked me to take her
back to Hang Bat. But when we got to the top end of Hang Bac Lane leading to the lake’s side, she told me to let
her down. Once, she was down, she told me to follow her with the empty rickshaw along a dark, narrow lane,
between high walls.”
“I suppose that once you entered that dark lane, she slipped away, didn’t she?”
“If only she wanted to slip away! She grabbed me, then implored me:
“‘Please, I beg you, have pity on me! Do anything you want with me! I honestly haven’t got a single sou.’
“I pulled my hand away, and grabbed the front panel of her tunic. She still begged me:
“‘All right, you can search me, I honestly haven’t got a sou.’
“I brushed her hand away, searched her waistband for money, then the flap of her Bombay silk tunic from
which a large piece of material now came off in my hand. Also searching the pockets in her undergarment, I only
found a tin of rotten Co Ba grease and some coarse paper.
“I was speechless with anger. Seeing me like that, she came close to me, took my hands, and put them on her.
In the darkness, I wrested myself away from her, feeling her ears and neck to see if she was wearing any jewelry.
Naturally, she wasn’t. I felt her hair which was done up with a comb. I pulled it out, found it was broken, and put
it back. I pushed her arms up and searched her again. She didn’t have any bracelets on her wrists, just a string of
fake jewels that weren’t worth half a sou. I lowered my head and lifted up her tunic to see what kind of pants she
was wearing. Oh! What I saw was terrible! Front and back, they were a maze of patches.”
“Cotton or silk?”
“Silk, real black silk; it looked shiny when she first stepped into the rickshaw.”
“So after that, you had to let her go?”
“After searching her pants, I felt her legs. I saw a pair of pointed shoes and pulled them off her feet to have a
close look: they were a pair of faked snake-skin high heels, with the torn skin peeling off.”
“Then why didn’t you strip off her Bombay silk tunic?”
“Ah, that tunic? Bombay silk that disintegrated in your hands. All you could use it for were rags to wrap
around a baby’s backside!”
“What did you do after that?”
“What more could I do! I threw the shoes down on the ground, stood up, grabbed her, and intended to slap her,
but seeing her as she was, I restrained myself.
“We were both in a pathetic situation. My life was miserable, and yet hers was worse. This thought brought
tears to my eyes; I felt choked.
“I wiped my tears with the flap of my shirt. By the time I looked up, the girl had vanished, leaving me with the
empty rickshaw.
“Perhaps, after she left, the girl laughed to herself that I was a silly old fool.
“I was a fool. But perhaps even more foolish, because I regretted that I had searched her from head to foot: I
was the fellow who had pawned his long, dark tunic at the boarding-house in Ha N am some years ago.”
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16: More Dead Than Alive
“But come to think about it, it was silly of me to shed so many tears. In life, we must deceive each other and be
unscrupulous to survive. To be considerate to others and live an honest life will only make you a laughing-stock
for city people.
“The rickshaw trade has kept me alive until now. But from the time I was beaten to within an inch of my life at
the Supervisor’s place, I began to take a torturous path, the dirty, dark one of an animal.
“At that time I thought: from the day I had my dark tunic stripped off me at Thai Binh, there was no further
point in keeping my status as a scholar. Eating with dogs, one has to put one’s head down with them. Although I’d
pulled a rickshaw for seven years, it was only from the day I was beaten that I completely became a coolie.
“What happened that day? Let me give you some idea.
“One day a little over four years ago, I had just come out of Ba Ga eating stall with 72 sous’ change in my
pocket. I remember clearly that I’d just finished counting out the money when someone called me and asked me
to take him to the Post Office beside the lake.
“We arrived at the Post Office, and my passenger told me to stop and wait for him. He went inside and soon
came out, saying he wanted to borrow 50 sous to buy stamps. All he had was a 20-piastre note, and the postal
clerk didn’t have any change.
“I took 50 sous out of my purse and gave them to him. After that, I sat down and waited. Some passers-by
called, but I said I was waiting for someone, and walked slowly to a nearby stall to have a cup of fresh tea. When
I finished the tea, I asked for a toothpick and walked back to my rickshaw where I sat down picking my teeth.
“I waited from 8 a.m. to 9 a.m. and saw many people going in and out of the Post Office. However, the longer
I waited for my passenger, the longer I didn’t see him. I was becoming impatient and restless, and wanted to go
inside to see what he was doing.
“I couldn’t see him inside, and as the office was so crowded, 1 went back outside and waited restlessly for him.
After ten o’clock, there were far fewer customers in the Post Office. I went in again to search for the fellow, but
he must have vanished some time before.
“I could feel the cold in my bones, and yet I was sweating. Crying as I went along, I enquired after the
passenger who had cheated me.
“Seeing me so distressed, passers-by and fellow coolies all gathered around. I told them the story and they said
that he must have slipped through the gate of Paul Bert Park. I couldn’t believe what they said and kept thinking:
someone who looked so dignified, dressed up in a satin tunic and turban, how could he have the heart to cheat a
poor rickshaw coolie? Then, after hanging around there until midday, I finally realized I was wrong, and that the
others were right.
“I was so furious and frustrated, I cried out like someone who had gone crazy. How was I going to have
enough money for the rent which I had to pay to the Supervisor at 1.30?
“From then until 1.30, I wasn’t going to find another passenger.
“I was still thinking about whether I should continue working or return the rickshaw when the Supervisor
loomed up in front of me on his bike.
“I was scared stiff. I couldn’t see clearly, and my limbs began to tremble. The Supervisor jumped off his bike
and yelled; he saw me begging him and guessed I didn’t have enough money to pay for the hire. He rushed up to
me, grabbed me around the chest, kneed me, pushed my head down, and beat me all over. Next, he ripped open
both the outer and inner garments I was wearing and searched them thoroughly. Seeing I only had a water-pipe in
my pocket and 22 sous, he threw the pipe away and, taking the money, put it in his own pocket. After searching
my pants and hat, he also went through the mattresses and the roof of the rickshaw searching for money. Although
it was cold, he didn’t return my clothes, and the welts his beating left on my body turned blue and purple.
“Fuming with anger, he told me to pull the rickshaw back half-naked, and then jumped on his bike and rode
along beside me.
“On the way, he cursed me fulsomely and accused me of giving the money to someone from my family. He
threatened to thrash me again so that I would learn not to steal in the future.
“I wanted to speak, but was choked with anger. I didn’t mind being cold and beaten up. But as he called me a
thief, I was furious; I had never taken anything from anyone.
“Throwing the shafts of the rickshaw down, I rushed at him and punched him in the face, causing him to fall
off his bike. He thought I would run away, and called out as he crawled to his feet, but I stood there grinding my
teeth as I faced him.
“We were only twenty or thirty paces from the rickshaw yard. People there heard the Supervisor’s calls and
rushed out, but he had already grabbed my head, and was dragging me towards the yard. There was nothing 1
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could do; with a body like mine, how could I compete with him. He was as strong as a horse; and, me, I had arms
like reeds and couldn’t even truss a chicken.
“The bashing I took from him in the yard that day, I think I still fear it. Can you imagine the things they did?
They were really cruel. Throwing me into a narrow room and tying my elbows together, four of them beat me, one
after the other. They kicked me to their heart’s content and took it in turns to grab tufts of my hair so that they
could pull my face up and slap it. Finally, they tied a rope around the one that bound my elbows, threw it up over
one of the rafters, and hung me from the roof.
“At first, I was still so enraged, I couldn’t feel anything. Later, I felt that my arms were being separated from
my shoulder-blades, that my cheeks had been stripped of skin, and that my rib cage had collapsed. Hanging in the
middle of the room, my face looked straight down to the floor. Beneath my legs, the bricks seemed to spin like
pin-wheels. I closed my eyes tight. In my ears I could hear a whirring, like the sound of buzzing bees. I foamed at
the mouth, my nose bled, and my eyes bulged. I gradually lost consciousness and passed out.
“When I opened my eyes, I saw that I was lying on a plank that was placed flat on the floor. My head was wet
as though it had just been washed and felt feverish as though it was giving off steam. Looking around from side to
side, I could see I was alone in the room. I intended to sit up, but then realized my arms were bound tightly
together at the wrists. My gums were dry, as were my teeth. The saliva had dried up in my mouth. Lifting both my
bound hands to touch my forehead, it felt very hot. I had a fever. My body was so hot, it was as though some
madness was rising over me.
“A little later, the Supervisor appeared, and, seeing me with my eyes open, he stood there staring brazenly at
me. After he’d seen all he wanted, he spat in my face and swore fiercely:
“‘Son of a bitch, do you know who’s boss now, or are you still a smart-ass?’
“With my throat extremely dry, I implored him to relieve my thirst, but he wouldn’t give me even a mouthful
of water. I didn’t know whether it was morning or afternoon, and only saw the rain drizzling down outside in the
courtyard. Then he ordered someone to untie me and threw into my face my brown shirt covered in mud. I
grabbed the shirt and stood up, ran into the courtyard, and cleared out through the gate.
“I stooped and staggered along the street like a torn bag of bones. When a few spots of rain flew into my face
and hit my back, I felt my fever subside. I was exhausted. I saw from a clock on a public building that it was 9
a.m., and this meant that the Supervisor had detained me for a day and a night. During that period in which I had
been unconscious, I had neither eaten nor drunk a thing.
“Passing a water-pump at Ham Long, I dipped my mouth into a bucket of water and drank without listening to
the curses of the woman who owned the bucket.
“With that beating, I returned home sick and lost twelve days. At first, my wife sold a bronze pot to pay for
medicine and food. Later, with nothing else in the house to sell, she went off crying to sell to her friends the pair
of pants made of good cloth from Buoi which she wore at New Year.
“From that day on, I regarded everyone around me as snakes and centipedes. I committed a serious crime,\fn{ A
note reads: This crime took place about ten years ago. The newspaper did publish the story and Tu himself has told me very clearly about it
too. However, for special reasons, we don’t think it is apporpriate to record it here. (Tam Lang).}

“I worked as a pimp, I became addicted to opium, I spoke obscenely, I opened my trousers and urinated in the
street without blushing, farted without embarrassment as I pulled the rickshaw. In sum, I was in a state where I
didn’t pay attention; to anyone, like the louts who shit shamelessly in the fields with the dogs standing around
them, waiting.
17: The Fox In A Coolie’s Clothes
“From that day, I only had eyes for one thing: money!
“There was nothing more important to me than money. Benevolence, virtue, rites—I tossed them all away.
“Before, when you had money, you would sit grandly in a rickshaw and scold the coolies who pulled you
along the street. Now that you have no money, you must come down from the rickshaw and pull other people with
your head down, listening to their abuse.
“In life, a fellow who does not value money is a fool. Those with money have the power to command us.
However, even as we accept their orders and take their money, we still want to spit in their faces.
“So I now turned my hand to everything I had formerly thought was despicable. I did this without regret; regret
had no meaning for me either.
“Just as with other trades, my rickshaw trade is only a cover for another. Automobile mechanics use their garages to deal in opium; some open photography shops to make counterfeit money; others work as interpreters and
secretaries but prosper from keeping prostitutes; I work as a coolie, but also have another trade: that of a pimp.
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“Dealing in froth and bubble, you don’t waste any labor or capital. At night, I take up the shafts of the
rickshaw and go to find some ill-bred braggarts and lead them to the girls, and so I make money both out of the
girls and them. Out of each piastre, I get 20 sous’ commission from the prostitutes, and if I bring a rich customer,
I make even more, besides the rickshaw fares. If I can get two customers a night, it means I can gulp down as
much wine as I want and smoke as much opium as I please. These last three or four years, I’ve hardly worked
during the day when it’s either freezing cold or boiling hot. At night, it’s not so tiring, and it’s also fairly easy to
find customers; aside from the hire on the rickshaw, you can still put aside from 30 to 40 sous or even 1 piastre
each day.”
“Why don’t others do the same as you? The way you describe it, it doesn’t seem particularly difficult to make a
living.”
“Yes, it sounds easy, but you only know how difficult it is when you try it. Pimping has many devices, many
tricks. It’s not only a matter of cunning bluff, it’s also a matter of knowing many gambling-houses and brothels,
the places where the rich play, and those where the new prostitutes go. You certainly have to be familiar with
those places, then know how to induce the girls to go there. The ones who won’t listen to you, you have to
threaten; the ones that are hungry for money, you must lure them with the promise of money.
“The street girls with loose morals, you must know how to catch them; those who sell their wares out of
baskets on the side of the street, you have to know how to bait them; with country girls, you have to know how to
“drug” them: each case requires a different approach.
“The few who master all those tricks are the old foxes, the old foxes who have been in the rickshaw trade for a
long time.
“Let me tell you something that happened last year; it’ll give you a good idea of what I’m talking about.
*
“A girl who lived in a certain street often left her house and took off with her lover to a hotel room in another
part of town from about 7 p.m. to 9 p.m. Because I’d once followed her after she’d left the hotel and picked her up
and taken her home, I found out her name and where she lived.
“Another time, I learned the name of her lover and who he was in the same way. So, knowing both of them
well, I loitered around that street every night from then on.
“After coming across them unexpectedly many times as they came and went from their illicit meetings, one
day, I hatched a scheme with the Hotel Supervisor to set her up. Having arranged everything, I went off with the
rickshaw and waited around in the street where the girl lived. At nightfall, even though I wasn’t sure where the
girl was going, I still followed her with the rickshaw. As she turned into another street, I came up beside her on
the sidewalk, called out her name and, adopting a familiar tone, I said:
“‘Hello, Miss, Mr. Z is waiting for you at the room in Y Street, and he asked me to bring a little boy here to
give you a message. Today, Mr. Z is in a hurry, and didn’t have the time to send the message in advance. If you’d
like to get into the rickshaw, I’ll take you there.’
“I invented that story, but it worked because I’d often pulled either the girl or the young man in my rickshaw
while the other traveled in a rickshaw running beside, and I’d overheard all about how they arranged their meetings. For example: he would write to her in a woman’s hand, differently each time, a poem in which he pretended
to be a girl-friend inviting her over for a visit; no matter what kind of paper a letter was written on, it was always
sealed with the mark of a water-pipe as a secret sign; each time, they paid a child, either a little boy or girl, who
carried the letter while pretending to be a young maid or boy-servant, so that the people at her home would not be
suspicious.
“When she heard me speak, the girl seemed to think it was strange and looked sceptical. Immediately, I called
a little boy walking along the other side of the street, told him to give me the letter, and said without giving the
girl an opportunity to question me:
“‘I wouldn’t dare to lie, Mr. Z instructed me to tell you if you didn’t believe me, that he is in Y Street and that
you would understand.’”
“Where did the little boy come from?”
“He was the son of the Supervisor at the hotel. He was only about eleven or twelve. I told him to follow me
and to do what I told him to do, and if the girl asked a question, all he had to do was say:
“‘Mr. Z hired me for 10 sous and told me to bring this message to you; I didn’t know the way, so Mr. Z told me
to follow this rickshaw man.’
“The girl took the letter and asked the boy a question to which he replied as I had instructed him. Going to the
foot of a street lamp, looking around her to ensure that no one was watching, the girl opened the letter and read it
three or four times, then put it into her pocket with some hesitation. I said again:
“‘Please get into the rickshaw and let me take you, Mr. Z instructed me to invite you to go there immediately.’
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“After again hesitating for a moment, the girl stepped into my rickshaw, gave the little boy 10 sous, told him to
go straight home, and sat back as I started running.
“I pulled the girl into the courtyard of the hotel and took her straight up to the upper floor and called the boy.
The boy opened the door of the room in which the light had already been switched on, and two bottles of lemon
drink, one opened, one unopened, together with two glasses were standing on a table; a Western coat hung on a
hook; an electric fan whirred above the fireplace.
“The room-boy knew what to say straight away because his boss, the Hotel Supervisor, had already told him.
As he spoke, he pulled out a chair and invited the girl to sit down:
“‘Mr. Z has gone downstairs for a minute; please sit down for a minute and I’ll go and let him know.’
The girl seemed worried and, to cover her embarrassment, she put her hand in her pocket and then must have
remembered that she owed me money for the fare. Giving me 20 sous, she told me to go. I just sat there at the
door, and said I was waiting for Mr. Z to arrive to give me some more money as he promised.
“A moment later, a person looking very well dressed in Western clothes entered the girl’s room. He was the
Hotel Supervisor disguised as a rich young man. I followed him as he entered. The girl stood up quickly when she
saw the stranger and tried to run out in a panic. But as he entered, the Supervisor had already locked the door. He
laughed as he spoke, showing two gold front teeth:
“‘Stop, sit down, we know each other already. Your father, the senior clerk and your brother, the junior one,
how are they? The other day when I was in the south, I also met your mother.’
“He spoke with such a confident air, because I had fed him the information obtained from my investigations. I
persisted in asking for more money as though I had nothing to do with what they were talking about.
“Acting rich, the Supervisor tossed me a piastre, opened the door, and told me to go. As I was leaving, he
stopped me and feigned a question:
“‘You already know this girl’s address don’t you?’ I answered:
“‘Yes, I know it well, Sir.’ He said:
“‘All right, you may go now.’
“I went out, the Supervisor closed the door behind me, and I don’t know what happened that night. I only
know that as I left, I could hear the sound of the key as he double-locked the door.
“The next morning, I returned to see the Supervisor and found out that the scheme had worked. We then
calculated our shares as follows: every time we had a customer and could get this girl over, apart from the money
for the room and the girl, I would get 30 sous out of each piastre, he would get 30, and any tips would go to
whomever pleased the customer.
“With a classy girl like this, we’d get rich customers. And with a few good deals like that, we’d be flush in a
month.”
“But what if the girl refused to be involved?”
“If she didn’t come, she’d go to jail! The Supervisor will act like a rich young man for a few more times, then
tell her the truth. He bluffs her by saying that he knows all the family, and that if she does not obey him, he will
threaten to cause a scandal. City girls, children of well-known families, have all the more to keep their secrets.
They have to obey to avoid a scandal.
“After the first step comes the second. The first step is difficult, the second easier, and the third … if you make
one small slip, it’s fatal. It’s not difficult … go past the limit, part the hair on one side, put on a flashy smile, draw
on a pair of eyebrows, paint on a beauty spot, put on a corset, and you’re gone: you’ve become a prostitute. Only
the God of Thunder can save you.
“And so that’s the world of the classy ones.
“As for the rough girls working in the market, each one needs to be handled differently, each has her own
quirks; you can’t anticipate them all, you have to work them out as you go along.
“But there’s one other easy way of making a sou. If you are working in the early morning or at night and you
realize you are pulling a girl from a good family who you suspect has been enjoying herself, when you get to her
house, ask her for some extra money; if she doesn’t give it to you, you make a fuss: say that she has been out with
her lover in one house and with a rich man in a hotel. If you make up stories like this, the girls will pull out a few
more sous, because they are afraid of being exposed in front of the neighbors.
“These last few years, although I’ve called myself a rickshaw coolie, I’ve lived off the girls. Those that leave
home, those that are confined for medical examinations, I couldn’t care less about them; I only know one rule:
money!
“But they don’t suffer great losses; they make money as prostitutes, sometimes their customers become lovers,
and when they’re picked up, they have lovers and pimps who help them by paying off the police.
“Life is money, virginity and humaneness are nothing, only money counts!
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“Money is more important than anything.
“If I was like others, I’d already be wealthy. But with an opium addiction, life is miserable. There are days
when you don’t make any deals, and you have to suck in old residue.
“But it’s such a miserable way of making a living, if you don’t get addicted, there’s nothing else to do.
“So I’ll tell you the painful story of what happened after I was first addicted.”
18: The Black Queen Brew
“I really didn’t know until that day how strongly opium can slam you.
“One night I was waiting outside a French house in La Ga Hang Co, sitting and gossiping with a few other
coolies.
“Suddenly, I went cold all over, then broke out in a sweat. My arms and legs were racked with shooting pains.
Next, I couldn’t help yawning. First, I had a few short yawns, and after that came the long ones that hurt my jaws,
as my eyes and nose started running. I wiped them with my shirt-front until it was wet through, and still they kept
running.
“At first, I made an effort to go on waiting for a fare. But after a few more yawns, I felt my body go limp, and
my eyes began to bulge.
“Those that were sitting around with me first thought I had been caught in a draught. Then, one fellow, who
saw me as he pulled a rickshaw past, stopped and laughed:
“‘Go and beg the Black Queen at the southern Gate and you’ll be all right.’
“Once he had his joke, the bastard said I was an addict. I had a feeling he was probably right, but I still hadn’t
accepted it, and I tried to inhale some tobacco smoke.
“I did this, but it didn’t have any effect, and I still felt unsteady. I began to believe him, but with only 7 sous in
my pocket, I didn’t know what to do. I went off pulling the rickshaw in no particular direction. After a while, I
remembered a couple of fellows who ran dens and who had let me smoke a little free opium in the past. I went
straight to Hai Phao’s house.
“However, this time it wasn’t like before. Phao told me that if I wanted to smoke, I had to pay 10 sous for it. I
offered him all I had, but he wouldn’t budge. I pleaded with him to let me smoke some residue, but he still
wouldn’t let me. He blew out the light and put away the implements.
“I had formerly gone to pick up some girls in his family and take them to customers on a few occasions, and he
had invited me to smoke a few pipes. I refused, but he insisted and said:
“‘Working at night, a few pipes will keep you from feeling tired; a few won’t turn you into an addict.’
“I gave in and had a smoke. It really kept me awake for a long time, and I didn’t mind pulling. I became an
addict because of that damned Hai Phao. That night, I thought that he would invite me as usual when I asked him
for a smoke and didn’t expect that he would chase me away like a demon for being 3 sous short. I had helped him
out a lot, and for him to treat me so badly was really despicable.
“Leaving Hai Phao’s house, I went to Cua Nam Street and asked for the house of the Black Queen. Some
coolies sitting around on the sidewalk pointed to a small house in front of which was a tea stall.
“After listening to the fellow in Hang Co suggest that I consult the Black Queen, I thought the house would
have an opium tray for coolies. As it turned out, this wasn’t so. It only sold ‘liquid residue’ at a low price for
addicts.
“I asked how much it was and gave 5 sous to the Black Queen. Do you know what she gave me? An
earthenware bowl full of black liquid like roasted rice water. This was the ‘liquid residue.’
“I picked it up and sipped it; it tasted as bitter as insect poison. But I could smell opium in the bowl, and this
woke me up a bit, and I emptied the bowl in one gulp. Having taken that medicine, I rinsed my mouth with fresh
tea.
“After a while, I felt the medicine circulating through my whole body and, as it did, the pain went away. But,
soon, my body turned hot, and my eyes went as red as a mad dog’s. I was like a madman who only wanted to rip
his clothes off and run around naked and hit and kick anyone to reduce the irritation in his arms and legs.
“I was like that for a while before I regained my strength. That night, I was able to pull the rickshaw strongly
and keep awake for at least as long as when I had smoked opium. But although the medicine satisfied my addiction, I felt very queasy the next day. My body was so dry and hot that if someone had lit a match, it would have
gone up in flames.
“After I’d been to the Black Queen a number of times, I knew from the ingredients of the liquid that it required
a lot of effort to make. She would take the rags that are used to clean the opium tray, the lamp, and the pipe, and
the rags that are wrapped around the implements. She would also take the pieces of broken or cracked pipes that
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people had thrown away and chopped into splinters like toothpicks, and the uncleaned bronze opium containers.
“The Black Queen took all of these, threw them into a huge earthenware pot, poured in some water and heated
it. She heated it until it was just about to boil and removed it from the fire for fear that some of the liquid would
be lost through evaporation.
“I forgot to mention, to the contents which already included the basic elements—metal, wood, stone, water,
fire—the Black Queen added a spice: the dark opium residue! The very old residue was as black and as crumbled
as coal dust. She took a pinch of it and sprinkled it carefully into the ingredients. You have to see it to know how
terrible it is. Apart from the things we can see, there are also the things we can’t see like lamp oil, spit, and sweat.
“Having taken the pot off the fire, the Black Queen pours off the water and, with a steel European ladle, scoops
the foul scum off it. The residue at the bottom of the pot is dredged out and sold as medicine for scabies; the
empty opium tins are sold for scrap metal; and the liquid drawn from this pot-pourri is sold to addicted coolies for
5 sous a bowl.
“The Black Queen!
“I don’t know if her parents or someone else gave her that name. Her skin was very dark, and the fact that she
sold that black brew only made her name more fitting!
“Addicted rickshaw coolies who are short of opium or who miss out on a pipe all have to go to her. If they are
suffering from withdrawal and haven’t been able to get a bowl of her brew, they are like possessed men and
there’s no way they will respond to calls from passing customers.
“For coolies like us that are already addicted, I think that if we had a bowl of that medicine each day, it would
save both money and time. If you drink it and feel all right, there’s nothing more to say. Many coolies who have
drunk the brew as a substitute will die from one illness or another, the most feared of which is constipation
followed by the passing of blood. When you take that brew and start passing blood, only Heaven can help you.
“Once you are an addict, you can smoke a lot of opium because the pipes only give you the smoke. But when
you take the brew, it is absorbed into your entrails. With an addiction to that black brew, the skin does not just
become discoloured, it gradually turns black, the eyes become sunken, the neck shrinks, you can’t eat or sleep,
and the blood eventually comes out in a watery brown liquid: you soon join your ancestors.
“Smoking opium is also harmful, but only to your lungs so that when you get old, it only gives you a bad
cough. Look at me, I’ve been addicted to smoking opium for over four years, and, although I’m thin, I’m still
strong and can stay awake for a long time. If I couldn’t do that, how could I work in a trade that takes me out all
night?”
Tu spoke and smoked and spoke again, and although he complained of an unquenchable addiction that kept
him hard-pressed and poor, he still praised the drug for its many beneficial uses.
I had heard people sing the praises of Miss Phu Dung, the Opium Lady, many times before I met Tu. So I
didn’t feel like listening to his eulogy and let him rave on.
Of the three days I had to spend out at Co Xa, I only had half a day left. But I now knew the secrets of the
rickshaw trade. Tu, my landlord for these three days, had unintentionally revealed them to me. …
145.33 The Mam Grove\fn{by To Van Tuan aka Binh Nguyen Loc (1914(M) 7

)} Tan Uyen,

Binh Duong Province, Vietnam

The bird soared through the air, then suddenly pulled itself up and stopped. This pleased the boy, Coc, who was
watching below. He had been following the “fortune teller bird\fn{ So-called from the way it seems to snatch a fish out of the
water without being able to see it; for the typical Vietnamese fortune teller is blind. } for some time waiting for just this moment.
It was truly marvelous the way the bird stood still in midair, looking the way it would if it had been shot and
hung out to dry in someone’s yard. It bent its head down towards the creek for an instant, then—as if an invisible
string had been cut—plummeted down like a rock. As soon as the bird struck the water, it tore back up again, like
a piece of rubber snapping, holding a small fish in its beak.
Coc looked up to follow the flight of the strange and clever fisherman, but his gaze was arrested at the tops of
the nipa palm trees on the other side of the creek. Perched quietly on one big frond was a chai bird, as blue as the
midday sky in the first month of spring, its eyes fixed firmly on the fish below.
In the marshland world that Coc lived in, everyone was a fisherman, from the boy’s own grandpa to the tiny
creatures that lived around the waters.
The blue color of the chai bird was so beautiful that nothing could compare with it. Its patience, too, was
matched only by that of a sad old stork, a quiet persistence that captivated the observer, but not so much as when
the blue arrow shot down to the water like lightning each time it spied a prey.
Young Coc was not a faithful audience. A flock of egrets flying past was enough to divert his attention away
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from the chai bird Their heads with ragged lines of feathers standing up reminded Coc of the Chinese opera plays
where the actors wore pheasant plumes in their hats and which used to excite him some years ago when his family
still lived in the village.
He had been so happy in those days. Around his home there were hundreds of other houses and fruit orchards,
fresh water all year round and children to make friends and play with.
But for reasons the boy did not understand, his papa had sold their leaf hut and the four of them—Grandpa,
Papa, Mama, and Coc, who was only ten at the time—set off on a kind of barge they called a “mother” craft because it was trailed by smaller boats. They sailed then from one creek down to some lonely canal and eventually
stopped in this uninhabited little corner of nowhere that Grandpa named O Heo, which means “Boar’s Brood,”
hamlet.
Thinking about the old days, Coc began to long for company with a desire greater than that for sweet mangoes
or the sour star-fruit which for years now he had not tasted.
Those who had come down on the barge were all still alive. Evenings when the mist rose from the muddy
swamps or nights when the rain roared and the wind howled, they told Coc ghost stories that gave him goosebumps and made him feel as if he had accidentally bit into some sour fruit.
But no matter. Coc like having other people around, just the way he liked the rich gardens more than the black
tram forests\fn{Cajeput forests, short trees that do not rot in water and thrive in marshy places, the wood of which is used for building
houses set on piles, and the oil of which is used for medicinal purposes. } or the broad empty fields. In the swamp before long
he stopped hearing even the barking of dogs or the crowing of roosters.
Their hunting dog and the chickens they had brought with them had died the first month after they had settled.
Coc never ceased to be amazed as to why people did not perish as well in the awful climate with its heat and
humidity and mosquitoes so thick you could reach out and snatch them by the handful.
Never before was a dream of his satisfied so quickly as today. Even as he wished to see people, the sound of
voices singing echoed from the trees and right behind it came the rustle of oars on the water.
“Ho-o! Third month, pack the rice and go out to the island. If you want goose eggs, go slip through the cavern!”
The bow of a small boat emerged from a turn in the creek. On the boat a man steered while his wife sat
forward singing. Coc recognized the couple. He had seen them for a few years now, but he did not know where
they came from. He only knew that several times a year they sailed out to the sea to catch crabs. The chance to
hear human voices—and singing ones at that—tickled Coc as much as the day Papa brought him a lump of sugar
from some place far away.
When you have been denied some wonderful food and then suddenly get a taste of it, the flavor of that food
excites your longing even more. Just as soon as the boat was out of sight, Coc turned around and raced back to O
Heo.
Grandpa had named the whole area O Heo, but to Coc’s family the original O Heo was a knoll up a ways,
about two hollers from the side of the creek. What happened was, the first day they arrived here, Grandpa and
Papa went into the jungle looking for food when they stumbled on a den of wild boars. The entire brood was
killed right then and there and in time the family’s farming there drove the other wild animals off. However, to
protect the family against the creatures’ return, Grandpa forbade anyone to go up to O Heo knoll alone. Coc
enjoyed sneaking up there, at first because of the seduction of a forbidden fruit and later because there he could
meet other people.
The folks who came to O Heo claimed they lived quite distant from the area, about a day’s journey on the
river. The men came to hunt moor hens and other fowl while the women pulled wild vegetables that they could
pickle and sell.
These were Coc’s secret friends and he never told his family about them. They talked to the boy about the
village life, weddings and funerals, traveling shows and ceremonies at the village meeting halls—in short, all the
activities that for so long Coc had not seen. Now he could only try to picture them in his imagination sadly, as if
recalling distant memories.
Coc ran past his family’s fields and there he stopped to rest, thoroughly done in since he had been running in
water and mud, though the rice was all ready for harvest. The year they had come to settle here, it was the end of
the first lunar month and they had just made their offering to the ancestors in the old village.
Grandpa and Papa burned trees from the creek bank. The wind blew into the jungle, and the fire, like a giant
beast, took a big bite out of the thick sea of green trees. That was why their field had a peculiar rounded shape, not
evenly curved as no one had been able to control the stubborn blaze.
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As the boy scanned the field his family worked, he let out a laugh. He could see where a section of it had been
cleared out. It reminded him of a child’s head being barbered by the mother—after one patch had been snipped
away, the woman suddenly ran off to attend to urgent business, leaving the boy’s hair half cut, while his friends
teased him saying that a dog had taken a chomp out of his head!
When the rice ripened, the stalks grew tall and heavy, bending over to expose countless tram trees that
resembled the stakes upon which one might build a raised house. Back when Grandpa had burned the jungle, the
men had not had enough strength left to fell the tram trees that would not burn. Papa had had to plant rice in
among the trees and even to this day, the tram had not rotted. Papa said that in ten years when the tram died, they
would still be standing like that with their legs up in the air.
Behind Coc were clumps of tram trees seared when the field was scorched out. They had not died right away,
but every year a few dozens more perished. Now hundreds of trees with charred tops and stripped branches stared
with mute animosity at the leaf hut in the distance by the creek wherein dwelled those arch-enemies who had
encroached upon their territory and slaughtered them.
Beyond them, the jungle grew thick and dark with vines that crisscrossed and crawled from one tree to another.
Coc pricked up his ears, but could not hear a sound. Boldly he made his way past the jungle growth that
sprouted up along the tram as he advanced toward his destination.
A tailless fox darted out of the trees in front of him, breaking his sense of quiet and giving him a start. But the
voices of people on O Heo could be heard now just two rows of trees away and this warmed his blood and made
him go on. A woman’s voice asked,
“Ain’t you afraid of that Mui guy?” And a man answered,
“Mui? Why, one good punch’ll send him reeling!”
The boy drew aside the leaves and tall grass and stepped right into the spot from which the voices were
coming. Suddenly confronted by a stranger, the couple grew alarmed and sat up quickly. The man who had come
hunting moor hens was familiar to Coe, but the herb lady was completely new to him The girl was younger and
prettier than anyone Coc had seen before. The man soon regained his composure and waved the boy over to him.
“You wanna go up the river, Coc?” he asked. “If ya do, follow the girl here. She’s got a little sister cute as a
button!”
Coc’s ears grew red. Meanwhile, the girl turned to her companion.
“You mean they’s people out here?”
“Just one family. They came here ’bout five years ago.”
“You know ’em?”
“They’s from outside. Come from Sa Dec.” The girl became relaxed and tried to be friendly with the boy who
had stumbled upon her little secret.
“My li’l sister would never agree to come marry out in a place like this! You’d have to come live with us!”
With that, the two older folks cackled heartily at the joke.
Coc was but fifteen years of age, though he was nearly as big as the older man. The muscles rose on his halfnaked frame as firm and dark as if earth had been packed to his body and baked until it was black and hard.
Along with his budding frame was a maturing of his inner life. This year he had begun to feel melancholy as
evening fell and the sun burned red on the tops of the tram growing deep in the water in front of his home. But
living out here alone he knew nothing of matters related to boys and girls and how he ought to react in certain
cases, so that the playful banter of the couple on the knoll only made him confused.
The girl took his hand and pulled him down beside her.
“Don’t be scared,” she said sweetly, stroking his head. “I ain’t gonna eat my li’l brother-in-law. Why, if you
come up with us and work the land then any girl would want you. After you do three years of work for us,
Mama’ll let you marry Thoi. Really!”
“He’s got a cravin’ to run up there something awful,” the man told her. “But he’s scared.”
“Scared of what?”
“He’s frettin’ about goin’ far away to some strange place he never been before.”
“Li’l boy,” the girl turned to Coc again. “How many’s in your family?”
“Four.”
“Who is they?”
“There’s Grandpa. Papa. Mama and me.”
“How much land do you work?”
“Before it was four cong. Now it’s ten.”\fn{A cong is the amount of land a man could work in one day.}
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“How much rice do you take in each season?”
“Eight gia.”\fn{1 gia = 40 liters.} The girl laughed abruptly, then turned to her boyfriend.
“Oh lord!” she exclaimed. “What kind of land is that? Ten cong and only eight gia?” The man answered in
serious tones,
“Any wet fields just cleared is like that.”
“So, what does you eat, li’l one?”
“Papa trades for more rice. Someplace I don’t know. Far away.”
“What’s he trade with?”
“Dried fish. Besides, we don’t need to eat rice. Sometimes we have turtle or snakes. Out here, we got turtles by
the millions. If you set the brush on fire, then stand upwind to meet them, in a while they’ll come running out so
fast you can hardly catch ’em!” The girl appeared frightened for a moment, then said sympathetically,
“I was only joking before. Now that I know how you live, I really do think you oughta leave with me or him,
maybe.”
She reached behind her back and brought out a gourd of fresh drinking water. She pulled the stopper, tipped
her head back and let the water rush down her throat. After a few gulps, she spoke once more.
“You ever eat bean pudding?”
“No, not for the past five years. For a day’s ride on the river there ain’t no neighbors, ain’t no shops. Anyway, I
got no money to buy none.”
“If you comes from Sa Dec, why didn’t you go to Thap Muoi instead of U Minh?”
“I don’t know. Is it better in Thap Muoi?”
“Can’t say. I only know Thap Muoi’s closer to your village. It’s close to Cao Linh, right?”
“Uh-huh.”
“You miss Cao Linh mangoes?”
“Please don’t talk about bean pudding or mangoes no more. I’d like to die for some. For five years I ain’t never
had nothing sweet. The banana trees we planted behind the house died ’cause the ground’s too salty. This year one
will have fruit, so maybe I’ll get to eat something good there. Hey! It’s about noontime. It’s gotta be time for
lunch. I better go!”
“Sure. Come back some other time, y’hear!”
“Where’s your boat?”
“Down yonder. I was picking plants down there, but came up here to dry ground to have lunch. Li’l Coc, my
sister is real cute, white and pretty. You hear me?” The laughter of the two grown-ups followed Coc down the hill
and for a moment he wished he did not have to return home.
As soon as he left the cool and dark of the jungle, his eyes became glazed by the bright light of the tenthmonth sun. The air burned, trembling like water stirring, and the boy thought that the leaf roof of his family’s hut,
dark and black down below, was about to catch fire. When he arrived home, lunch had already been set.
“Where you been that you come home so late?” asked Mama.
“I went hunting for Long-o bird\fn{A mythical bird; from Chinese tradition.} feathers.”
“Well, where are they?”
“I looked all over, but couldn’t find none.”
“On our great-gran’daddy’s grave! The way this boy tells tales! There was Long-o feathers in the old days, but
they don’t have ’em any more! Tomorrow you go work on the harvest, you hear me? Have a early morning breakfast and then go out to the fields and don’t go running off nowhere!”
The family sat around the tray in silence, no one saying a word to the others. After living by themselves in this
remote place so long, they had become mute from habit.
As for Coc, the urge to speak that comes of his age rose big and strong like the need to run and jump or to eat.
The scene on top of O Heo had excited him further. Unable to hold his tongue, he turned to his grandpa.
“Gramps, when we first came here, in the dry season, what did we drink? I plumb forgot already.” He asked
this because looking out at the family well by the path he remembered that it had yielded fresh water just the past
season, though it had been dug five years ago.
“Standing water from the jungle, what else?”
“How come we moved here, Gramps?”
“I already tol’ you. Back there we had no fields. We was miserable all our lives.”
“Here we got fields, but we’s still miserable!”
Grandpa did not answer. The boy looked at him and suddenly realized how old his grandfather really was and
how his whiskers had turned white. Coc recalled how the old man felt bad about leaving his family’s graves. The
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boy felt sorry for him and turned his eyes away to forget.
Just then the shadows of the four vegetable pots fell perfectly round, indicating the time was exactly noon.
Those four pots, simple as they were, were quite important to the family. In the salty ground that was no good for
growing Papa had planted twelve stakes, making four racks each with three legs that stood leaning inward. They
looked like the drum tripods that Coc remembered from the band he used to see playing for funerals. On each rack
Papa placed a big pot with holes in the bottom and these he filled with dirt he had toted from far away. Scallions,
peppers, herbs and spices were planted in those pots, which became gardens on stilts. Those four utensils were
essential to the family, for without the pots set up high off the salty ground they would not have been able to grow
anything.
The four little gardens on legs also provided them with a clock during the dry season. You could tell time by
the length of the shadows they made. When the round pots covered their shadows, you knew it was exactly noon.
Coc stared outside for a while, then swallowed his food and asked his father,
“Papa, how much will we take in this year?”
“Up to the ancestors and the land. At least 25 gia.”
“That’s still not enough to feed us.”
“How much is enough, that you talk? Do we need a hundred and fifty? Besides,” the man went on, “it’s
because Nang Cum brand don’t yield much. Next year I’ll sow Tam Vuot kind. It should do better. If the banana
tree has fruit this year, then next season I’ll plant lemon grass and guava.”
The others became excited about their prospects for the future. But Coc did not see anything so wonderful
about it. Even if they planted guavas, how long would it be before they bore fruit? In the meantime, he would be
longing for pudding and gelatin, and yearning for the ceremonies at the village hall and the Chinese operas.
His mind was seduced too by a new image—that of a girl named Thoi, who probably looked like her sister, and
that was quite attractive.
In a village, boys met girls every day, yet the moor hen hunter and the herb girl had come down the river a
day’s journey to meet here. As for Coc, the boy had never even had a chance to speak to a grown-up girl before.
The girls he had known five years ago, as he recalled, weren’t so interesting. Like all village children they had
had their heads shaved except for a round circle in the back from which grew a tuft like a long tail that looked just
plain funny.
But older girls had to be different.
Coc had never seen one, but he was certain this was the case. He had this feeling inside that seemed to fly
down from some past life to tell him so. The older girls he had never seen seemed to call him, their voices deep
and mysterious, echoing from out of this air.
With a sigh, Coc repeated his earlier observation and, losing his temper, he added something that made his
grandpa prop up his chopsticks and stare at the boy gravely.
“Here we got fields, but we’re still miserable. I want to leave. I’d go any place just so long as there’s a village
and people!”
*
Coc was happy with the new support frames.
Bundles of rice could be stacked up securely and did not tend to fall into the wet fields as they had with the old
frames. These were tram trees with crotches cut in them very short When Papa had burned the jungle, he had
looked ahead and cut the tram at the top about one and a half spans so that now they were just right for stacking
rice.
Grandpa punted the barge on the water, worming his way through the tram, stopping at each frame to pull in
the rice. All manner of herons were there to watch the family gathering in the harvest. In this deserted area, these
were the only four people they saw every day.
At first the birds had been scared of the intruders, but later, seeing that the family was gentle, they had grown
used to them and that was four generations of herons now.
Mama was up to her knees in mud and to her hips in water, but never in her life had she been happier. She
cleared her throat and started to sing.
Ho-o! You are known for your great learning!
Come tell me: how many threads in a scarf?

Upon airing that challenge, she stopped and waited for her husband to respond. But Papa remained silent as he
continued harvesting rice. The woman grew embarrassed.
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“Papa, why do you keep you mouth shut and don’t answer me?” she scolded him.
“Uh, you talk! We’re too old to be singing and playing like a couple of kids.”
Mama had been feeling so good about their work that she had forgotten she was past her prime. Only when
Papa reminded her did she realize how old they both were. Still she recollected sadly the pleasant days when she
was a girl—and now here she was, her hair specked with gray. She could still enjoy herself if she were in the
village, egging on the young men to answer her rhyming riddles.
Coc grew excited, thinking about what the girl on O Heo had said, that if he came up to her village and worked
the land then any girl would want him Yes, he would sing songs with Miss Thoi Ah, but he would have to ask his
mama to teach him the songs first. He had never heard them before, so how could he practice the tones and learn
the lines?
By evening they were finished.
Grandpa pulled the barge up to the bank while Papa, Mama and the boy waded back through the marsh. It took
ten days to thresh the rice and lay it out in the sun to dry. During those dry, cheerless days, Coc felt more and
more the burning desire to go back to the village.
“Come tell me: How many threads in a scarf?”
The line from his mama’s song haunted him until now. If Miss Thoi challenged him with those words, he
would likely have to hold his tongue, even if he were allowed to answer in prose. He had forgotten what a scarf
was, let alone figure out how many threads it had.
For some time now, all he had to wear was a pair of shorts for the burning hot season and the rainy season
alike. At night he covered himself with a reed sack to ward off mosquitoes and the wind. Those things that were
essential to the civilized world were among the things that whetted his desires, like rice cakes and the image of
Thoi’s hair.
Well, one day while holding the big basket for the others to pour the rice grains in, Grandpa said gravely,
“Tomorrow we go to the sea.”
No one inquired why they should go to the sea the next day. Coc remained still as well, unlike other times
when he pressed them all with questions.
But he wondered. The O Heo creek ran in front of their house. If they were to go out at all they should go
toward the source—so he reasoned—and from there twist and turn along the canals and streams that led to
villages filled with life. So what sense did it make to go downstream to the sea?
Coc had never been to the sea. A few years before he had wanted to follow the crab boats on a trip, but he was
not permitted to go. Now that Grandpa promised to take him on his first journey to some place far away, the boy
felt no excitement over it.
“Well now, boss!” Grandpa said to Mama. “Tomorrow morning you get up real early to cook. I’ll be goin’ with
the little boss and the boy and we’ll have to go early to meet the tide at the mouth of the stream so’s we can make
it back in time.”
*
The O Heo creek was so small that the tram trees growing on either side reached over and weaved their
branches together to cover the water. The creek was black as pitch and traveling down it was a lot like going
through a cave. That’s when Coc realized the full meaning of the song he had heard a couple singing one day as
they sailed downstream on their way to catch crabs. Those places where sunlight slipped through, the boy could
see holly and ferns growing.
The high water flowed freely and the barge sped along. Still, Grandpa and Papa steered carefully to bring them
swiftly to their destination. As noon approached, the barge slowed down.
“The water’s standing,” Grandpa announced. “That means we’ve come near the mouth to the sea!”
They ceased steering and let the boat sit. neither advancing nor receding, as they brought out their rice from
areca palm shells to eat. So they could not go anywhere. But, since Coc had had to come and they were near their
destination, the boy grew interested in finding out what the sea looked like. In between gulps of rice he asked,
“What’ll we do when we get there?”
“You’ll see.”
As they finished lunch the water began to rise. They steered against the tide until past noon when they came to
a place that Grandpa said was the sea. Coc looked around, surprised. Where was the sea? The creek continued on
for some distance to where the two rows of trees ceased abruptly before a wall of sky blue.
“Where is it, Gramps?” he asked.
“Away out there. The blue yonder.”
“Why don’t we go there, Gramps?”
“No, need.” Papa steered the bow over, drew in the pole and planted it in the mud, according to Grandpa’s
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instructions.
“You see anything strange?” Grandpa asked the boy.
“No, Gramps.”
“No, hey? The trees ain’t different from the ones behind us?”
“Oh … yeah!”
Coc looked again and it was just as Grandpa had said. The dry land was gone and here there was only mud.
Tram trees grew up to the edge of the ground, then stopped, like a nation of people stopping at the border of their
land. After the tram came a clear space, half dry ground and half mud. There hollow reeds grew thick and longlegged birds of all kinds settled down among them.
Tram stood before the stretch of reeds looking down at their neighbors growing in the black mire. Those were
skinny trees that grew in among each other and stood tall, no tree higher than another more than four spans. The
bank eased off into the sea, making the strange jungle look like an army descending a mountain, spilling out to
harass a city.
“Look down at the foot of the trees,” Grandpa instructed.
The water was still low enough to reveal the black mud in which the trees sat. All around the black mire was
spotted with the white of five-petaled flowers, the two tones contrasting with each other and making the scene
quite beautiful.
“What tree is that?” asked Coc. “It has flowers down beneath it.”
“The flowers bloom just above the exposed roots that they call Wind Roots. That’s the mam tree. This is a
mam grove.”
“How come I never heard of it before?”
“You never heard of it ’cause the mam tree ain’t useful for nothing. It can’t even be used for fuel.”
“So why did God make it if’n it don’t have no use, Gramps? And why is there so many of ’em?”
“Every year a few thousand meters of soil gets added to the banks. It’s all soft mud and it won’t ever become
the hard dirt that we’d like if the mam didn’t grow here to make the soil firm. Some day, the mam will fall away
and be replaced by the tram. Then, after some generations of tram, the soil will become tamed and fruit trees can
grow here.”
Seeing that his grandson still looked confused, he put his hand on the boy’s shoulder and went on.
“It’s like the mam tree is the grandpa, his feet set in mud. The tram is the son, with his feet still a little muddy,
but now the soil is nearly tamed The grandsons are the jackfruits, coconuts, and arecas. The mam may be useless
of itself, but its life is not wasted. Like soldiers on a battlefield that fall so that others, their children and
grandchildren, can enjoy something.
“You’re about to enjoy something, too. Why do you want to leave here? And don’t you want to sacrifice a little
so that your children can enjoy something, too?”
Young Coc listened to his grandfather and there rose in him a great love and admiration for this old man who
had left his ancestors’ graves to struggle for five years in the bitter fields and salty water of O Reo. Yes, as his
family had said, he would soon enjoy something from all their labors—though not much right now, it would be
more in the times to come.
He gripped Grandpa’s hand tightly and saw how clever the old man was. By God, he thought, Gramps even
knows Chinese letters!
“Gramps!” he exclaimed. “But the tram are so sad!”
“They’ll get over that. Next year the earth’ll be good and we’ll work thirty cong and call folks from all around
to help plant and harvest. Then your papa will marry you a wife and folks’ll do just like us, rushing in here and
bringing down the jungle. O Reo will thrive and won’t that be nice? The tram won’t be sad no more ’cause
there’ll be areca, coconut, mangoes, tangerines enough to fill the house and the water will be fresh once the
ground is tamed.”
“And there’ll be bean pudding to eat?” Grandpa chuckled.
“You’ll have bean pudding coming out of your ears!”
“But, Gramps, how can I get married? Who’d want to come live out in O Reo?”
“In a couple of years, the word’ll spread that the soil in O Reo is tamed. Those folks that’s poor and starving
like us will want to come live out here. I say this, I don’t know if you understand.
“Our ancestors came in the old days from the North and Center of the country. They all lived like the tram
trees. From the waters of the Dong Nai River to here it was all wild once.
“They perished in this godforsaken place to forge a trail for their children and grandchildren to follow like an
army of ants crossing a bowl of water, the fore group drowning as they try to swim across and making a bridge for
those that come after to reach the sugar placed secure in the middle. Many died like the mam trees here.
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“Then your great-great-grandpa, and your great-grandpa and your grandpa here is the tram that could sink his
feet in something—”
“Papa!”
The boy cried tenderly for his papa, worried that his father might not be a tram like he was.
“OK,” said Grandpa. “Bring up the pole so’s we can catch the tide back!”
The old man was elated, for suddenly he recalled the boat songs of generations of pioneers who went to open
land, songs that the current generation of tram trees no longer sang.
He raised his gruff voice into the jungle air.
49.60 Excerpt from Ten-Thirty On A Summer Night\fn{by Marguerite Duras (1916-1996)} Gia Dinh, Ho Chi Minh
City District, Vietnam (F) 2
… Again the police started their search. They returned as the storm subsided. They marched through the mud
again. Maria leaned over the railing of the balcony and saw them. One of them laughed. At regular intervals, the
whole town rang with the sound of whistling. Just more pauses in the waiting period, which was going to last until
morning.
In addition to the balcony where Maria was standing, there were others on the north side of the hotel. They
were empty, except one, just one, on Maria’s right, one flight above. They must have been there for a very short
time. Maria hadn’t seen them arrive. She moved back slightly into the corridor where people were now asleep.
This must have been the first time they had kissed. Maria put out her cigarette. She could see them fully outlined against the moving sky. While Pierre kissed her, his hands touched Claire’s breasts. They were probably
talking. But very softly. They must have been speaking the first words of love. Irrepressible, bursting words which
came to their lips between two kisses.
The lightning made the town look livid. It was unforeseeable, striking irregularly. But every time it made their
kisses livid too, as well as their single, nearly blinding shape. Was it on her eyes, behind the screen formed by the
dark sky, that he had first kissed her? How could one know. Your eyes were the color of your fear in the afternoon, the color of rain at that very moment, Claire, your eyes, I could hardly see them, how could I have noticed it
before, your eyes must be gray.
Opposite these kisses, a few yards away, Rodrigo Paestra wrapped in his brown blanket was waiting for the
infernal night to end. At dawn, it would be all over.
A new phase of the storm was coming up that was going to separate them and prevent Maria from seeing them.
As he did it, so did she, bringing her hands to her lonely breasts, then her hands fell and, useless, grasped the
balcony. While she had moved too far out onto the balcony while they were merging into a single, nearly blinding shape, she now moved back a little from the balcony, toward the corridor where the new wind was already
sweeping into the lamp chimneys. No, she couldn’t help seeing them. She could still see them. And their shadows
were on that roof. Now their bodies broke apart. The wind raised her skirt, and, in a flash, they laughed. The same
wind that had raised her skirt, again crossed the whole town, bumping up against the edges of the rooftops.
Two more minutes, and the storm would come, sweeping over the whole town, emptying the streets, the
balconies. He must have stepped back in order to hold her better, to be reunited with her for the first time, their
happiness intensified by the suffering he created by holding her far from him. They didn’t know, they were still
unaware that the storm would separate them for the night.
More waiting. And the impatience of the waiting grew so intense it reached its climax, and at last calm set in.
One of Pierre’s hands was moving all over another woman’s body. His other hand held her close against him. It
was done now, forever.
It was ten-thirty. And summer. And then it was a little later. Night had come at last, completely. There was no
room that night, in that town, for love. Maria lowered her eyes before this reality: their thirst for love would
remain unfulfilled, the town was bulging, in this summer night made for their love. The flashes of lightning kept
lighting up the shape of their desire. They were still there, folded in each other’s arms, and motionless, his hand
now resting on her hip, hers forever, while she, she, her hands unable to move as they clung to his shoulders, her
mouth against his mouth, she was devouring him.
The same flashes, at the same time, lit up the roof opposite them and on its top, around a chimney, the
shrouded shape of Rodrigo Paestra, the murderer.
The wind increased, swept into the hallway and moved over the sleeping children. A lamp had gone out. But
nothing would wake them. The town was dark and asleep. In the rooms there was silence. Judith was good.
They had disappeared from the balcony as suddenly as they had come. He must have led her away without
letting go of her—how could he—into the shadow of the sleeping corridor. The balcony was deserted. Maria
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looked at her watch once again. It was almost eleven. Because of the wind that was still growing stronger, one of
the children—it wasn’t that one—uttered a cry, isolated, turned over and fell back to sleep.
The rain. And again its ineffable smell, its lifeless smell of muddy streets. Just as it did on the fields, the rain
was falling on the dead shape of Rodrigo Paestra, dead of sorrow, dead of love.
Where could they have found a place to be together that night, in that hotel? Where would he take off her light
skirt, that very night? How beautiful she is. How beautiful you are, God how beautiful. With the rain, their shapes
had vanished from the balcony.
Summer was everywhere, in the rain, in the streets, in the courtyards, in the bathrooms, in the kitchens, summer, everywhere, summer was everywhere for their love. Maria stretched, went back in, lay down in the hallway, stretched again. Was it done now? Perhaps there was no one in another dark, stifling corridor—could anyone
know all of them?—the corridor extending from their balcony, for example, right above this one, in this miraculously forgotten corridor, along the wall, on the floor, was it done?
Tomorrow would be there in a few hours. You had to wait. The shower was longer than the previous one. It
kept coming down with force. And also on the skylight, echoing horribly throughout the hotel.
“We wait for you, Maria,” Pierre said.
They appeared with the end of the shower. She saw their two shadows move toward her while she was lying
next to Judith, two huge shadows. Claire’s skirt had risen above her knees, bulging around her hips. The wind in
the corridor. Too fast. They hadn’t had much time between leaving the balcony and arriving there, next to Maria.
They were smiling. So that hope had been foolish. Love hadn’t been fulfilled that night in the hotel. More waiting.
The rest of the night.
“You said you would be back, Maria,” Pierre said again.
“Well, I was tired.”
She had seen him looking for her on the floor of the corridor carefully, almost walk past her, and stop in front
of her; she was the last one, just where the corridor ended, engulfed in the darkness of the dining room. Claire was
following him.
“Well,” Maria repeated—she was pointing at Judith—“she would have been afraid.”
Pierre smiled. He stopped looking at Maria and discovered an open window leading onto a balcony at the end
of the corridor.
“What weather,” he said.
He brushed away his discovery of the window at the very moment he made it. Was it fear?
“And it will last all night,” he said. “It will end by daybreak.”
She could have told just from his voice, trembling, shaky, affected by desire for that woman.
Then Claire also smiled at Judith. At the small, lopsided shape, wrapped in a brown blanket. Her hair was still
wet from the rain on the balcony. Her eyes in the yellow light of the oil lamp. Your eyes, blue stones. I’ll eat your
eyes, he was telling her, your eyes. The youthfulness of her breasts showed clearly under her white sweater. Her
blue gaze was haggard, paralyzed by frustration, by the very fulfillment of frustration. Her gaze left Judith and
moved back to Pierre.
“Did you go back to a café, Maria?”
“No. I stayed here.”
“A good thing we didn’t leave for Madrid,” Pierre said. “You see.”
He turned again toward the open window.
“A good thing, yes.”
In the street alongside the hotel, a whistle rang out. Was it over? There was no second whistle. The three of
them waited. No. Once more, just a pause in the waiting period. Steps made heavy by the mud in the streets
moved toward the northern part of town. They didn’t talk about it.
“She isn’t warm tonight,” Claire said. Maria stroked Judith’s forehead.
“Not really. Less than usual. It’s comfortable.”
Maria could have told just from Claire’s breasts that they were in love. They were going to lie down there, next
to her, separated while torn and tortured by desire. And both were smiling, equally guilty, terrified and happy.
“We waited for you,” Pierre repeated.
Even Claire raised her eyes. Then she lowered them and only a vague, indelible smile remained on her face.
Maria would have known just from seeing her eyes lowered on that smile. What glory. On what glory were those
eyes closing? They must have looked, looked all over the hotel for a spot. It had been impossible. They had had to
give up. Pierre had said Maria is waiting for us. What a future ahead of them, the days to come.
Pierre’s hands were dangling beside him. For eight years they had caressed her body. Now Claire was stepping
into the misfortune that flowed straight from those hands.
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“I’m going to sleep,” she announced. She took a blanket that had been put on a table. She wrapped herself in it,
still laughing, and, with a sigh, stretched out below the oil lamp. Pierre did not move.
“I’m sleeping,” Claire said.
Pierre also took a blanket, then lay down next to Maria, on the other side of the corridor.
Did Rodrigo Paestra still exist, there, twenty yards from them?
Yes. …
141.59 The Laziest Man In The World: A Folktale\fn{by “a seventy-year-old grandmother” (1917Vietnam (F) 2

)}

“told in Cua,”

Once there was a man named Sang Alah Kho Noiq. He was the laziest man in the world.
One day the family he worked for gave him the job of watching two buffalo. But Sang Alah Kho Noiq preferred
sleeping to following the buffalo as they grazed. It was only a matter of time before one of the buffaloes wandered
off and got lost. Sang Kho Noiq returned to his master with only one buffalo.
“Where is my other buffalo?” the owner cried. When he found out that the buffalo was lost. he demanded that
Sang Kho Noiq pay him for the loss.
Sang Alah Kho Noiq didn’t know what to do. He had neither family nor house, so how could he possibly pay
his employer for the lost buffalo? Not seeing any solution to his problem, he lay down and slept so deeply he
looked like he was dead.
When the king of the ravens and his raven soldiers flew that way. they saw Sang Alah Kho Noiq lying there.
and they thought he was dead. They flew down to have a look at him.
“His eyes look good.” said the king. “I will eat them.”
“His penis looks good.” said the soldiers. “We will eat that.”
Sang Alah Kho Noiq had heard every word the ravens said, but he feigned sleep. Just as the raven king was
going to peck at his eyes, he reached out his hand and caught hold of the raven’s leg. The raven king began
immediately to beg and plead for mercy and forgiveness. But Sang Kho Noiq replied.
“I never threatened to eat you. You were the one who wanted to eat me. Why should I show you mercy? What
will you give me if I forgive you?”
The ravens continued to cry out for mercy. Suddenly Sang Kho Noiq remembered that the ravens had a magic
drum that could give one whatever he wished. He decided to demand that the ravens give him the drum.
So the raven king sent his soldiers to bring the drum from its hiding place by the seaside, and when they returned, he gave it over to Sang Kho Noiq. Sang Kho Noiq beat on the drum and wished for a buffalo. Immediately
a buffalo appeared. Now he would be able to pay for the buffalo he had lost! He beat the drum again, and food
appeared, so he was satisfied. He forgave the raven king and let all the ravens flyaway.
Then Sang Alah Kho Noiq went home and gave the buffalo to his master. He left home and wandered aimlessly
about the countryside. Because of his magic drum he would never have to work again, he thought, so he just went
wherever he felt like going. At last he came to the foot of a sung tree and lay down to sleep. He just lay there for
days, not going anywhere, not doing anything.
Sang Alah Kho Noiq was the laziest man in the world. He never bathed; he never searched for vegetables or
snails; he never got up for anything. If a fruit fell from the tree, right in his mouth, he ate it. If it fell beside him,
he was too lazy to pick it up. Day after day, he just lay there.
One day a bird flew over the tree under which Sang Kho Noiq was sleeping. (It was either a raven or a magic
bird; we don’t know which.) The bird was carrying a fish in its mouth and dropped it right beside Sang Kho Noiq.
The lazy man took the fish and filleted it, but he was too lazy to go to the stream right beside him to wash it.
Instead, he urinated on it to wash it, then put it down next to him to dry. That’s how lazy he was.
The next thing that happened was perhaps caused by the Sky, although it is not known for sure. In any case, a
raven came along, saw the fish lying beside Sang Kho Noiq, picked it up in his beak, and flew off. As he flew
over the king’s palace, the raven dropped the fish, and it fell by the side of the king’s well.
Perhaps it was the Sky that caused the next thing to happen as well. When the king’s daughter came out to the
well to play and get water, she noticed the fish and carried it into the house. Without washing it beforehand, she
just fried and ate it. Sometime later she realized that. she was pregnant. When the king found that his daughter
was pregnant, he asked her,
“Who has been with you? Who have you slept with? Is he a man of importance, a rich man? Whose son is he?”
But his daughter answered,
“No one. I haven’t slept with anyone.”
The king looked hard at his daughter and waited. But she was able to look her father straight in the eye without
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being afraid to speak to him, so nothing more was done.
In time the child was born. The king waited until he was about three years old, and then he called all the
province officials, all the important people, and all the rich people to come to the palace. Then he instructed his
daughter’s child to go around and look carefully at everyone assembled there and pick out the one who was his
father.
The child scanned all the faces, but didn’t see anyone who might be his father, so he ran outside the gate to
play. There he saw Sang Alah Kho Noiq, leaning against the fence wearing only an old g-string, barely enough to
cover him. He had come only out of idle curiosity. He wanted to know why the king had called together all the
important men in the realm. Again the Sky intervened, and when the child saw Sang Kho Noiq, he cried,
“Father, Father!”
Sang Kho Noiq had no idea why the child was staring at him and calling him, “Father.” He became frightened,
and started to run away. But when the king heard what had happened, he sent out soldiers to capture the lazy man
and bring him to the palace. When they arrived, the king began to question Sang Kho Noiq.
“When did you sleep with my daughter?” And, turning to his daughter, the king said,
“So, you were sleeping with Sang Kho Noiq, were you? Explain.”
“I am the king’s daughter,” she replied. “Why would I take Sang Kho Noiq, this poor ragged person, to sleep
with? Even if I wanted him, how would he ever know to come to my house?” Then Sang Kho Noiq spoke up,
“How would I dare to come to the king’s house? I am but a poor person. How would I dare to sleep with the
king’s daughter in the palace of the king?”
The king refused to believe Sang’s words. Instead, he became very angry and “hot in his heart.” He ordered his
soldiers to cut bamboo and make a raft. Then he took his daughter and her child, along with Sang Alah Kho Noiq,
down to the river. He made them get on the raft and pushed them out toward the ocean to drown.
(Now the king’s wife, who loved her daughter very much, had taken a sack and filled it with husked rice. In the
middle of the sack, she had put a single piece of gold, then had given the sack to her daughter before she got on
the raft.)
Instead of going downstream to the ocean where they would drown, the Sky caused the raft to go upstream to
the place where Sang Kho Noiq had left his magic drum. Sang took the drum, went off by himself to beat it, and
wished for a little house for them to live in. Instantly a little house appeared, and there they took up residence.
Sang Kho Noiq continued to be very lazy and tired. One day his wife told him to stay home and watch the
child and the chicken, while she went out to the field to work. As she left, she gave the child the piece of gold to
play with. So Sang stayed home, but he was too lazy to get up to do anything. When a chicken began to eat the
husked rice, Sang was too lazy to get a stick and chase it away. Instead, he took the piece of gold and threw it at
the chicken. The chicken pecked at the gold, and finally swallowed it. When his wife came home and found that
the chicken had eaten the gold, she was very angry.
“All I have is my body to work, and one little piece of gold to keep us alive. Now you’ve lost the gold. What
can you ever do to pay me back? This is more than I can bear! I won’t stay with you any longer.”
“Wait,” Sang replied. “What do you want that you lack? You want your gold back? Let me teach you. Go out
to the field.”
So the woman, the cat, and the dog went back to the field. In the meantime, Sang Kho Noiq beat on his magic
drum and wished for gold. When the woman reached the field, there smiling up at her, was a whole field of gold.
She filled her basket with the gold and went back home. Her husband saw the gold and asked,
“Enough?”
“Enough,” she replied.
Then Sang Kho Noiq beat his drum again, and soldiers appeared to work in the fields. He beat it again, and
suddenly he had cows and buffalo. Soon he had everything he wanted, including a big house that was exactly the
one his wife wanted.
Sang Kho Noiq ordered the soldiers to work the fields and tend the buffalo. But when they ploughed the fields,
the river began to flood. It flooded until it came right up to the door of the king’s palace. The king saw the height
of the river, and wondered,
“What’s happening? What is someone doing to the river to make it flood like this?”
So he sent some of his soldiers and neighbors to find out what was causing the flooding. After traveling a long
way, they came to the house of Sang Alah Kho Noiq beside the river. They saw how rich and powerful a man he
was now. They noted the size of his house and the numbers of his soldiers and animals. Then they went back to
report to the king what they had seen. But the king was incredulous.
“I myself put my daughter and Sang Kho Noiq on a raft, and I saw it start drifting downstream toward the
ocean. I know that they drowned.”
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No matter how many times the delegates repeated what they had seen, the king would not believe them.
Meanwhile, Sang Alah Kho Noiq said to those who came to look at his estate,
“Would our mother and father like to come and visit us? Tell them they are welcome.” But when the king and
his wife heard this they scoffed,
“Oh, Sang Kho Noiq, who is he? Only a man with a ragged g-string. He is nothing. When he has gold doors
and gold mats to sit on, then we will visit him.” The people took this news back to Sang Kho Noiq.
“Oh, so Mother and Father will come if I have gold doors!” he exclaimed.
With a few beats of his drum, the door was covered with gold. He beat again, and three suns appeared on either
side of the door.
Finally, the king and his wife did come to visit their daughter and Sang Kho Noiq. But when they arrived at the
house and were greeted by the brilliance of the suns shining beside the golden door, they fell down in a faint.
Sang Kho Noiq went slowly into the house, got his ragged g-string, waved it over them, in order to revive them.
Then they all went inside and ate together. After a bit, Sang Kho Noiq asked the king,
“Why did you fall in a faint when you came to my door?”
“Never in all my life have I seen a house with a sun in front of it,” the king replied. “When I saw yours, I
fainted.”
After the feast, Sang Kho Noiq ordered his soldiers to carry back gold as gifts to the king and his wife. From
that day forward, the king and his wife did not dare to say anything disparaging to their children. And at last the
king was truly happy.
24.36 Days Of Childhood\fn{by Nguyen Hong aka Nguyen Nguyen Hong (1918-1982)} Nam Dinh, Nam Dinh Province,
Vietnam (M) 21
1
My father was a prison warder, and my mother came from a family of traders. When they met, my father was
over thirty, twice my mother’s age. They did not marry because they knew each other and were in love, but
because of their parents. On one side, my father’s family had money and few grandchildren. On the other, my
mother’s parents were afraid of the danger of keeping a beautiful girl who had reached the age of marriage in their
house. Rather than see her run away with a lover, they wanted her to have a secure position in a family that would
treat her well if she had children.
I was born, and many parents and relations of well-known criminals came to welcome me into the world; so
many people who were dependent on my grandparents came to visit too. Gold and silver objects, pieces of silk,
fragrant rice, fat chickens, fresh eggs, fresh fish from the ocean, trays and bundles and baskets and dozens of
things were jammed into the closet and the pantry. The servants were satisfied and pleased at the good fate that
saw them employed in such a rich and powerful household.
Later, each time my grandmother recalled my happy birthday in a rasping voice that was sometimes
interrupted by the sound of her dry coughing, I felt very moved.
This was because I remembered the past with regret. My mother and father had not married because of love for
each other: I understood that bitter incongruity well and was deeply aware of it from the age of seven or eight,
that is to say, the age when one’s curiosity is very easily excited, when images and sentiments are indelibly
printed on a child’s impressionable mind.
It was on cold wintry afternoons—afternoons when the rain fell in a fine drizzle and seemed to be whispering
an entreaty to the whirr of the wind; that the flames leapt brilliantly from the charcoal brazier at the foot of the
wall, sparkling red and drawing our minds into a region of sadness that was most desolate for my mother. This
was even when she had me sitting on her lap, playing happily with my dolls; even when she could smell the
aroma of various dishes commingling in the steam of the fragrant rice that wafted up in front of her face; even
when she occasionally smiled warmly and always talked with graceful respect to my father.
At that time, how could my father know what thoughts and images tormented my mother’s mind! Her pretty
face, her clear voice, her sweetness and deference, how could they belong to a woman whose thoughts were
always frozen by grief and the bitterest, blackest sorrow?
Perhaps my father was acting the same as my mother: being warm and attentive to hide a suffering soul.
Perhaps that was the right thing to do! If my father had been a person without a conscience, one who acted lightly
and only enjoyed the beauty and softness of my mother, then he. would not have suffered in silence and looked at
me with his mouth slanted to one side when I clung to his shoulders and shook him and asked: ‘Father, my little
sister, Que, is not your child, is she? She’s the child of the Superintendent, Mr. H, isn’t she?’ When she heard me
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ask that question, my mother’s eyes would suddenly become bright, and her cheeks would flush a little. She
would look around at my father, then turn her face away, or lower her head and look down at me.
Good heavens! That was a foolish question. What would have happened if my father were a cruel, jealous, or
indignant man, and my mother had suddenly become ashamed and afraid because someone had prompted her
child to utter words that sullied her life and her role as a wife!
Nothing happened! My mother and father only looked at each other quietly, while I continued to wheedle my
mother, pushing myself on to her warm lap.
*
My suspicion that Que was the child of another man, Superintendent H, was never explained.
When I asked my father, he kept silent. The times I was being hugged and petted by my mother were the ones
when I was prompted to ask her that question, and, just like my father, she only looked at me silently. But her eyes
glowed and seemed to light up her egg-sheIl-smooth complexion with an effect that was completely different
from the flicker in my father’s deep dark eyes. And, at those times, my mother would put her cheek against my
hair and lightly stroke a strand of it between two fingers.
Not feeling deterred, I continued to put the question to my two aunts and two cousins, my grandmother, and
the neighbors. My aunts and cousins didn’t answer, although that made sense. But what really didn’t make sense
was that, while they heard me ask so often, my grandmother and the people next door either ignored or scolded
me: it was those same people who had put the idea into my mind.
Once my grandmother called me to her, hugged me, rubbed her head against mine, and asked: “Who gave birth
to you?”
Seeing a red paper bag full of cakes and sweet-smelling lollies in my grandmother’s hand, I replied
endearingly: “Grandmother gave birth to me.”
My grandmother smiled and slapped me lighdy on the cheek: “Damn you, you are being cheeky. No!”
“All right, I’m my father’s child, aren’t I, Grandmother?”
My grandmother scowled at me affectionately for a long moment, then asked: “What does your father do?”
“He is a warder at the jail.”
Still with a sweet tone, my grandmother asked: “nd Que, whose child is she?”
I was a little angry because I wanted very much to sample my grandmother’s sweets, but had not yet been able
to. I turned my head to one side, tilted my neck, and said in a sulky voice: “I don’t know.”
My grandmother tapped me lightly on the cheek: “Don’t be silly! Tell me, you naughty little boy, then I'll give
you a lolly.”
But I wasn’t foolish enough to hold back and get nothing to eat. I immediately pulled down a little the hand in
which my grandmother held a cake and said: “Que is also my father’s child.”
But I was disappointed. My grandmother snorted and changed her expression: “Not so.”
Feeling extremely angry, I screamed: “If she’s not Father’s child, whose child is she? You don’t give me
anything; I don’t care.” With this, I pulled myself from my grandmother’s arms and was on the point of running
off when she took out a cake, broke off half, and gave it to me, and then held me tightly between her knees.
“I said she’s not your father’s child, and that’s the case.”
I was not in a hurry to take a bite of the cake and tried to provoke my grandmother into saying more. My
suspicions had been gready aroused.
I said that Que was my father’s daughter because she had a nanny who looked after her and gave her cow’s
milk which was an honor and a great treat for her. I had no idea that my grandmother arranged for the nanny
because she did not want my mother to have to look after my little sister. She wanted her to devote herself
slavishly to me and be a mother who was imprisoned by the austerity of old family customs.
My grandmother again rubbed my head and smiled. The smile made her dry flabby lips move and split open
without any hint of happiness.
“No, Que is the child of that fellow H.”
I was astounded. I opened my eyes wide, and shook my grandmother's arm: “You’re telling fibs, Grandmother,
so you won’t have to give me the rest of those lollies. She is the child of my father.”
My grandmother's eyebrows knitted sluggishly above her brown eyes, but her voice was still sweet and
graceful: “No, I've told you the truth about that, she’s not the child of your father, she’s the child of H.”
My grandmother hesitated for a moment and stared into my eyes: “Do you know the Superintendent, Mr. H?”
I shook my head.
My grandmother looked severe: “He’s the person who leads the soldiers to the prison every afternoon and
blows that bugle.”
I called out noisily: “I know the one!” But I didn’t want to know any more about whether my little sister was
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really the child of my father or the child of the man who blew that bugle. Seeing that my grandmother's attention
had lapsed, I immediately snatched a cake and ran out of the house.
Another time, I was at the foot of the lilac tree, in front of the kitchen built with broken bricks and burning
firewood that came from the branches of that tree and dried leaves nearby. I was being held in the arms of a
woman who had come to borrow some money from my mother. At first, I was absorbed in playing with a small
cat in front of me and did not pay attention to the conversation between that woman and the other one, a neighbor,
who was many years older, wearing shantung silk pants, a white bib, a torn silk blouse, and a blue belt. When the
cat got angry because I had twisted its tail too hard, it clawed me and ran off, and I began to listen to the women.
As she spoke, the woman holding me laughed all the time. The other woman did the same. Many times they
looked at me together, with their eyes shining, and laughed heartily.
Although I was small, I still knew how to feel anger, and their conversation made me feel it to the point of
pain. Yet I had to be quiet. I don’t know what force kept hold of me and stopped me from jumping up and arguing
with them or cursing them. These two women criticized all the neighbours and dug up dirt about them until they
were bored with that. Then, they slowly analysed all the trifling details of my parents’ lives. On the one hand, my
father was harsh with a very cunning appearance. On the other hand, my mother was too quick to condemn my
grandmother’s unavoidable vices: wasn’t it because women of my grandmother’s age had learned to live with
prejudices and cruel customs, and wasn’t it because they thought education was unsuitable for women and
freedom was sinful, that they tended to oppress and persecute others when they had the power and opportunity to
do so?
Finally, the voice of one of the women was suddenly lowered. She pointed to a soldier not carrying a rifle who
was walking backwards and forwards in front of the prison. Then she whispered to her old friend who was
chewing on a mouthful of betel-nut: “This boy’s little sister is his child.”
*
Each afternoon it was the same, whether it was boiling hot or wet and cold: that soldier’s blue-belted squad
would pass my house. Exactly twenty men would pass, wearing yellow uniforms in summer, purple woollen ones
in winter. They went barefoot with leggings, and wore peaked brass helmets. The three men at the head of each
fIle in the column all wore stripes the colour of plum flowers on their sleeves. The stripes were wider than
chopsticks. Going along in the same rank as these three men, a pace to the right, was a man of medium height,
with a healthy complexion, bright eyes, and a slightly high bridge on his nose. His teeth were as white as snow.
He was dressed most neatly of all. He wore two golden stripes on a large red embroidered patch. Not carrying
a rifle, he held with poise a tasseled bugle, and, each time he raised it, golden rays shimmered in the brilliant
sunlight of the summer afternoon.
Each time the squad approached my house near the gate of the jail, the bugle would play happily, grandiosely.
Drowning out all the noise of the bayonet scabbards slapping on thighs and the stamping of marching feet, the
sound of the bugle rose higher each minute into a resounding blast that shook the calm air in our corner of the sky.
Then, leaning on the sound of the wind rustling in the clumps of sparse lilac, the exciting sound of the bugle
rolled higher and higher, and spread further and further to remote shining regions. It became warmer and warmer
like longing, touching words. In a second, it reached its crescendo. Silence.
A moment later, a different group of soldiers marched out of the prison gate, and the same bugler led them.
This time, the rhythm of the bugle’s sound was faster than before, in time with the step of the retiring squad that
was very hungry and looking forward to food and rest.
Marching on, footsteps, footsteps, like a wave of small leaves born on the wind. The eager sound of the bugle
was still clear, vibrating in the wide open sky.
Behind the squad of soldiers, a group of women and children ran with short steps. On their backs, babies
bobbed up and down as though they were riding horses.
A little way past my house, the sound of the bugle gradually built up again and rose high into the air. By the
time the squad and the band of women and children had passed the thick garden on the corner, we could no longer
see them and the sound of the bugle also stopped completely.
The afternoon wind suddenly rose in long shrieks, and the clouds hurded across the dome of the sky where the
clear sound of the bugle no longer rippled.
My mother, who had been holding my hand, suddenly released it and stepped down off the brick veranda and
went out into the street. In my surprise, I clung to the panel of my mother’s tunic and called out in alarm:
“Mother, Mother, wait for me … Mother!”
*
How many afternoons were like that? There were hundreds! I can’t say exacdy how many; I only remember
that there were many times when my mother led me into the front courtyard to greet the passing squads of soldiers
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who made noisy bustling sounds. Then, quite a while later, she would lead me back inside.
My mother stood in the bright warm light outside, or in the cold wind with the rain flying under the roof of the
veranda. How many gentle afternoons passed; ones which somehow left an impression on my innocent mind,
although without exact details? But in my heart and soul, always, always very vivid was the clear image of my
mother’s sparkling eyes and blushing cheeks as she looked at the man who blew the bugle, and his shining eyes
looked back. And how will I ever be able to forget the strange sensation it caused me when my mother’s
trembling hand slipped from my shoulder, and a delicate chill dimmed her eyes, suddenly turning my chest cold.
Then, the pleading voice: “Don’t get in Mother’s way all the time! OK … you go on, I’ll follow you, child.”
*
But one afternoon, I can’t remember clearly whether it was a bright or a dark one, my mother did not take me
into the courtyard. From that afternoon, there was only me running out in short steps to see the squad of soldiers
going past with a different bugler. Many times, hearing the joyous sound of the bugle, I ran into the house,
grabbed my mother’s hand, and tugged it hard, trying to pull her outside. But my mother either released my hand
and turned her face to the wall, or, if it suited her mood, pulled me to her bosom and hugged me tight, with her
heartbeat strongly pounding my ear-drum, and the heat from her heaving chest transmitting some pleasant warm
sensations to my flesh.
At those times, my eyes were dimmed by my mother’s hot breath.
*
Que was my father’s child—my cousins, my aunts, my grandmother, and the neighbors all said that. After the
day the bugler was transferred to a place we did not know, my mother served my grandmother all the more
respectfully, treated my father all the more considerately, and took good care of me and my sister. But from that
day, I rarely saw my parents having a happy discussion together, except those times in front of my grandmother or
some other very close person.
Until the time my little sister grew up, it was the same: my mother and father never looked affectionately at
each other, never spoke warmly, or laughed happily together with bright smiles. The looks, words, and laughter of
my parents were always tinged with subded bitterness. Quiet pain always accompanied their memory of those
ridiculous, shameful nights—believe it wasn’t many—when they had unwillingly slept together to continue a
family line which had been maintained in obscurity for so many generations under an oppressive regime of rites
and customs. In order to avoid hurting two children, one boy, one girl, who had the good fortune of being born
into a wealthy family with few children, the parents also had to appear to be all the more close and fond of each
other, and so lived lives of great hypocrisy.
2
The house was sold! My grandfather’s two-storey brick house in Jules Ferry Street, Nam Dinh, which he had
left to my father as the ancestral house was now gone.
That year, back in the twenties, I remember it clearly. Money was still easy and so the house was sold for a
good price: 1,900 piastres. This was also because it was in the centre of a busy commercial area with pawnshops,
numerous enterprises importing and exporting rice, and many of the most crowded restaurants. If it had not been
so well located, its value would have been lower, and we would have found it harder to sell. It was a narrow house
with few windows and no courtyard, the parapet on the second floor was made of wood, and its owner, who didn’t
eat or sleep, was being driven to despair by a looming deadline on some huge debts he had to pay.
My grandfather died early, the year in which my father had not yet married my mother. My grandmother had
given birth to eighteen children. But, one by one, almost all of them had died. Some were stillborn! Some died
when they could jabber “ba-ba”; some when they were running around naked in the street, neglected by an
overworked mother with so much to do! With more children than a flock of ducks, only three survived: my father
and my two aunts.
So it only took two weeks to arrange the sale, and the house fell into the hands of different people. However,
even before the day that my father’s older and younger sisters had to sign the final deed with my grandmother
before receiving 150 piastres each from the lawyer, my family had never been in agreement.
My father said with feeling to my grandmother: “Those two are crafty. They are girls who are fortunate to have
been born in this era. I have already given each of them about 100 piastres, and so I have not been unjust. Yet they
still find fault with everything and threaten not to sign. I’m not just anyone; if they are too arrogant, I’ll hand full
power over to the court!”
My grandmother smacked her lips, and said to my father in a wounded tone: “It’s up to you, do what you want.
Those two girls have both got husbands: one a clerk, one who trades in thousands. What can they do with an
insignificant 200 that you give them like that? If you want them to sign and accept the money, you must talk
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properly to them, not scold and roar like that! I beg you, don’t use your position as the eldest son to refer the
matter to judges and lawyers. I can assure you that others will take advantage of the situation and split all the
money up until the house is completely lost.”
Listening to my grandmother speak, my father’s face turned increasingly pale.
“You have great strength and broad shoulders; you are well educated; you have sufficient capacity to perform
all manner of tasks, to earn a living in order to support your wife and children; but me, I’m already over seventy.
A few years ago I was still fit and strong, still able to do business, but from now on, what can I do to make
money? How will I be able to afford food and drink, medicine, contributions for festivals, for the New Year
celebrations? If God allows me to live a little longer and my funeral is put off for a year, two years, or five, or ten,
if I can’t rely on my son and daughters, I can only rely on the sale of the house and that’s all. To lose 1 sou will
make me suffer. To lose 1 piastre will cut my insides. But to lose tens and hundreds of piastres, it would be better
if you took a knife and murdered me slowly.”
My grandmother cried, then held her face, and wailed: “Don’t make me suffer so much. Don’t be too sure of
yourself. All of a sudden, you’ve stopped working for the government; you’ve also brought an opium-lamp home
and smoke day and night—then suddenly you pawn the plans of the house for 500 or 700 piastres on which you
pay a monthly interest of 30 per cent so that you can go to Saigon, spend money all over town, thinking that this
will get you a high position, and it turns out that you remain unemployed and addicted to opium!”
The sound of her crying became louder and louder, and, from two dark holes in her face, tears flooded over her
cheekbones down two wrinkled hollows like a bursting dam. As she cried, my grandmother yelled the names of
my grandfather and father and went on and on complaining about them.
The gloomy life of an ordinary Annamese woman had passed quickly, but painfully, as the prolonged, hoarse
wailing of my grandmother testified:
“From the moment I left my mother’s womb, I had to bear injustice being brought up among my brothers; as I
grew up, I was confused by the training I received from so many members of the family: from my grandparents,
father, uncles, and relatives until I was seventeen or eighteen, when I became a wizened girl, always afraid, shy,
and withdrawn. Next, I went to my husband’s house with feelings of resignation and abject submission that
choked my personality as they became stronger each day. After about three or four years of being a daughter-inlaw, I was elevated to the status of a mother, then, after that, a grandmother. Old age and the years of decline had
arrived. But then there was a little security and happiness. Old age was a time of disengagement from the life of
ill-treatment, ignorance, and darkness that would be suffered by the members of the next generation as they
dragged out their lives to the last minute. And when that Annamese woman dies, she will die beside a high-quality
coffin that was already made ten years ago, beside the pile of scented wedding clothes that have maintained their
folds from the time she stepped into her husband’s house, dies in the doleful mourning of the daughters, daughterin-law, and family acquaintances.”
My father stood up and went inside, leaving my grandmother raving.
I climbed on to the bed, shook my grandmother's shoulders, and said in tears: “Grandmother, Grandmother,
stop crying! Father will sell this house and build another one.”
A sobbing voice answered: “He’ll buy a few more opium trays! Your father is killing me.”
I shook my grandmother’s shoulder harder. “When I grow up, I’ll go to school, I’ll go to work, and I’ll build
one. Grandmother, please stop crying.”
My grandmother looked up at me. She lifted her bony hands covered with skin like dry parchment and pushed
her white hair back. Tears were running down the side of her face, down to the back of her neck.
A month later, the rent expired and we had to move to another place. It was the twenty-third or twenty-fourth
of the twelfth month. It was a dry cold morning. Along the street, except for the betel-nut stalls and crowded
pawnshops, all the houses had been thoroughly cleaned and the doors were shut with red parallel sentences hung
out on display.
Formerly, in peaceful years, people celebrated the New Year very early!
*
Early one morning I woke up all of a sudden. I felt cold, and my feet and my hands felt lighter. I sat up and
rubbed my eyes to see: the mosquito net had been rolled up and the blanket had been pushed into a rumpled pile
at the corner of the bed. My father, who always allowed me to sleep with my head in the crook of his arm, was not
lying there.
“Daddy! Daddy!” I called out louder and louder.
My grandmother and mother got out of bed and followed me into the garden. My younger sister came along
too.
“What’s the matter, Hong?”
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I looked at my grandmother, crying: “Where’s my Daddy gone?”
My grandmother scolded me loudly: “He must have gone to the toilet. Don’t cry.”
I pushed the toilet door: “Grandmother, where is he?”
My grandmother took my hand and dragged me inside: “Stop crying. Perhaps your father has gone to buy
opium.”
I ran into the room and couldn’t see the opium tray which was usually put on top of the trunk at the back of the
bed. I couldn’t see it anywhere and started to cry: “The opium tray has disappeared!!”
Observing that my father’s sleeping place had been tidied so early and that his good clothes were missing, my
grandmother panicked and asked my mother: “Do you know where his father has gone?”
My mother shook her head. My grandmother became more nervous and exclaimed: “That’s strange! That’s
strange!”
That day the food was dry and bitter to swallow. The meat soup was salty with my tears. Since I was crying so
much, my grandmother tried to comfort me, but she did not succeed. She joined in.
“Madam Prison Warder,”—my grandmother called my mother by the tide my father had when he worked at
the jail—“the Prison Warder went into the house and took the 100 piastres that I put aside. When I asked him, he
said he wanted the money to do business in Laos. What do you think?”
My mother remained silent. It was the silence of someone who had suffered so much and who was so
discouraged that she had no more faith in anything. Sometime later, my mother replied slowly: “Mother, I don’t
know what to say.”
My grandmother let out a huh, before changing her tone: “You must be joking. Before his departure, he must
have given you instructions.”
My mother looked into the dark, airless room where my father used to sit or lie, smoking or sleeping, never
going out and hardly talking to his wife and children. She sighed. Then, with her eyes as tired and as dim as her
voice, she said: “No! He has left without telling me anything!”
*
Autumn was short, followed by a long, sad winter. That winter was as sorrowful as a sick widow, lonely in her
poverty: the rain continued to drizzle as though it would not stop in the icy wind. It was as though people had
dried their lungs from coughing so much in the wet air of the low sky.
My family lived with a coffm maker in Hang Suo In the house, aside from the altar, you could see different
kinds and cuts of timber piled up everywhere: sheets and blocks of wood, round pieces tapered at the ends, and
various coffin boards. In every corner of the house, you could see sawdust and wood shavings. All year round,
soft aromatic canary and cinnamon woods gave off a strong pleasant scent that filled the air.
On wet, windy days when there were no customers, the owner and the craftsmen had spare time. At midday,
the craftsmen would slip into the empty spaces between the piles of boards and doze off fitfully. On those quiet
days, when I opened my books to study after I had come home from school and eaten, I felt my mind wandering,
flying away, even though I had already been very lazy in class. In the reading session especially, I didn’t pay
attention for a minute. With one arm coiled around the desk to hide what I was doing, I fiddled with two empty
halves of an almond nutshell that my father had left behind. They were rubbed smooth, like two pieces of
tortoiseshell from the heavenly turtle that waits day and night on the opium angel. My childish imagination
conjured up some very strange images in the quietest hours of the afternoon class.
The smooth, shiny surface of the hardwood desk was an immense layer of bright clouds on which the two
turtles, the almond shells, were swimming away. I put my middle and index fingers on the two angels, one boy,
one girl. Although they had become angels, they were still attached to life, they still longed for their loved ones.
They were riding turtle spirits, flying in the air; they had spent months and years searching for their beloved father
who left them suddenly without telling them either where he lived or when he would come back. The further they
flew and the longer they flew, the more they only saw fields of rice and rivers and mountains and the sea ahead.
But at times when I suddenly remembered my father at school, my sad longing was alleviated by the happiness
of my friends, and it was on returning home that my mood was most sombre. I would sit on the same bed as I had
always done. There was a yellow light in a transparent light shade, always square, a thin wisp of smoke giving off
a sweet smell, and I felt as unsettled as on the days when I had watery soup. Drops of cold water from the roof
guttering dripped down to the bronze container, the cold seeping into my heart; the soft call of a lonely sparrow
fluffing its feathers on the roof made me forget the little warmth I had left in my soul; clouds floating in the blue,
green mossy roof-tops, and an old unpainted wall were tangled before my eyes in the thin, cold veil over my
vision.
I was very sleepy! I couldn’t study any more because when I finish reading one sentence, the words I wanted
to recall disappeared from my mind before I could revise them. It was as though my brain was made of iron; it
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could not absorb or remember even short easy lessons.
Sitting with her legs crossed on the quilt in the middle of the bed next to the brazier, my grandmother would
quietly raise her eyes and look at the bronze crucifix hanging between pots of white lilies and gilded candlesticks.
If there had been no deathly whisper, if there had been no dry fingers moving over that rosary, my grandmother
would have been a monument to old-fashioned prejudice, to the dark spirit of despotism that came out on her
haggard face and the dark rings around her eyes.
“Lord, please forgive us! Lord, please have mercy on us!” The imploring words groaned on. “Lord, please hear
us!”
“Lord, please destroy evil, please give us peace!” All the sparkle had gone from my grandmother’s sad eyes.
She would look at the crucifix of Jesus, exhausted, sad, blood coming out of his hands, and slowly bend to kiss
the small round silver medal on the rosary. Her whispering would become increasingly tremulous.
“Lord, please forgive us! Christ, please have mercy upon us! Lord, please destroy evil, please give us peace!”
Once more, my grandmother had repeated the imprecations she taught me and made me say so many times
from the time I began to speak.
3
Except for the hardwood tea closet that was not beautiful but solid, we didn’t have anything that was worth any
money. The wardrobe, the sofa with the mother-of-pearl inlay, the high writing table, the big armchair, and
varnished sofa had been sold one by one. So had the bronze and the porcelain items such as the pot, tray, large
vase, and large antique plates. Poverty had also robbed us of another precious thing: the pendulum clock.
I don’t know how long my family had that clock before I was born. I only know that the wooden case had
become shiny, the white paint had become yellow, and the several lines of lettering on it had faded away and
become illegible. The pendulum also remained tarnished from the smoke no matter how many times we tried to
polish it. My cousin had taken it away to repair many times, but, before long, the clock would run slow again and
finally stop.
That clock could have been sold a long time ago. But each time somebody came to buy it, my grandmother
smacked her lips and sighed. Seeing that, my father didn’t sell it.
My grandmother's brown eyes looked dimly at the clock, that vestige of a stubborn husband and drunken fool,
and her look showed that her old heart shriveled as she thought of her former hardships.
This saddened me too. I didn’t know how to smack my lips, I didn’t know how to sigh, I didn’t have tears in
my eyes, but the haggard expression on my face was enough to prove that I had the same feeling as my
grandmother. Each time was the same; when someone came to buy something and take it away, I sat there for a
while, not knowing what to do, then looked around for something to fill that empty space. I was also unreasonably
jealous when I saw those items well looked after by the people who bought them.
With my father’s decline, my mother’s business also declined. There were no baskets full of bright red or fresh
yellow Western apples on her round stands in the market, no baskets of Yunnan peaches shining canary yellow; no
young green leaves from ornamental shrubs, no crates of juicy American oranges, no white cabbages and bunches
of carrots, cauliflower, snow peas, celery, and delicious Chinese leeks were piled up waist-high.
Her ear-rings and golden rings; I’m not sure when my mother sold them. Now, the small basket, that was
usually full of money after the market was over, was only dotted with a few sous. Many times waiting for my
mother who had gone somewhere else, I sneaked in and gently lifted the basket cover, intending to steal some
money. But I only saw that the basket was empty.
So many years have passed, but I am unable to forget one summer afternoon. It was after three and the market
was still crowded, and my mother walked back alone, carrying a basket under her arm. On the sidewalk, beneath
the clumps of lilac trees that twinkled with red flowers, she was quiet, with her head slighdy lowered, and her
eyes downcast.
As she passed groups of noisy bustling people, I saw my mother looking tired and very sad, At that time, I’m
sure my mother's mind was completely numb with painful thoughts of the irreversible decline of the family, which
resulted naturally from the forced marriage, the efforts to bear the situation, the resignation, and dark meaningless
sacrifice.
A father and a mother with different personalities, without mutual understanding or love, who came close to
despising each other but had to appear intimate in front of two playful children and an old mother who was only
fond of her own offspring.
The long, cold nights of sleeplessness, worry, and useless deliberation were nights when one person was
drugged in the opium smoke, the other with deep insomnia: the one was so discouraged that he’d lost interest in
life; the other grieved and bitter, feeling that her life was cold and incomplete when devoted only to nurturing
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children. And both felt deeply that they were slowly dying, dying of sorrow and intolerable resentment.
*
Day after day, my father took money from my mother to buy opium. I knew very well that 20 or 30 sous was
never enough for my father to smoke. Previously, when my father had been wealthy, it had only taken him five or
six days to finish a lang of opium. From nine in the morning to midnight, my father only came out of his room
twice to eat. Often, after finishing her rosary and reading hundreds of verses from the Bible, my grandmother,
who was outside and could still hear the continuous ro ro of my father smoking, would ask him in a sweet
diplomatic voice:
“Is Hong’s father still awake?”
“I’m nearly finished, Mother.”
“Nearly finished!”
My grandmother would repeat my father’s words and sigh. The irritation and anger of my grandmother had
become extreme, and so she had now dared to question him in this fashion since he had started to become sickly
and cough up blood and my mother had to worry about taking care of everything in the house. In asking that
question, my grandmother was also skilfully reminding my father: “Your wife has no more respect for me! You
should find a way to quit opium.”
No! My mother didn’t dare to have such a thought. Her life was the short shadow of a thick wall. And that
gentle, sensitive woman: when would her heart be stained with marks of arrogance and hatred? Wasn’t my mother
resigned when she looked haggardly at my father to see him holding his chest and coughing non-stop? She would
shake her head and sigh. How many times have I seen tears in her eyes?
One day, my mother took my little sister Que to Hanoi, saying she was going to visit a friend and also take the
opportunity to borrow some money from her to pay a debt. Before she left, my mother measured out a few days’
rice and left enough money for my father to smoke opium for a week. Neither did she forget to slip me 10 sous for
lollies and cakes.
The morning before she carried her basket off to catch the train, my mother stood outside the door and asked
my father’s permission, and lowered her head silendy waiting for my father to reply. But my father kept quiet for
a long time before answering in the indifferent tone of a stranger.
For over a week, I didn’t see my mother or little sister. I went down to the station to wait for them many times,
but returned alone, disappointed and very annoyed! The money my mother gave me was finished the day after she
left. It was the summer holidays, and I played around in the streets alone. Looking at the cake and fruit sellers
going past me, I felt very miserable. I didn’t know who to ask for money, I couldn’t ask anyone at home except
my mother. At times I intended to dip into my father’s opium money. But when I thought of the rattan whip which
made my backside bleed, I decided not to.
But, while I could go without eating cakes, I couldn’t go for long without playing street games, especially hitthe-coin, a game in which one player throws a coin over a line and another one has to try and hit it with his.
Without playing, I would become uneasy and unable to sit still. I was so unhappy I wanted to cry because the
other children gathered in groups, disputing and cursing one another in front of my house.
One afternoon, my father gave me 18 sous to buy some opium. I didn’t go straight to the shop; I joined the
children in front of the house to play a few games.
The children in this group were street kids who sold lollies and newspapers. Some were thieves. They had
plenty of time to practice this game and were very skillful at all the moves. Furthermore, they knew how to keep
calm when they were down to their last sou, just before the game was over.
But I could match them. I used to go to school early for many months to play hit-the-coin, so I had become a
very skilful player who was full of tricks.
Near the group of children, there was a group of coolies and barbers playing. They didn’t play for half a sou,
but for a copper sou and each one had to put in three. I left the children’s game to join the adults: although their
arms were long and they had a strong throw, they had to be accurate or they’d toss their money away.
After I’d played for a while, my 18 sous had become 40. I was then worried that if I continued to play, I might
lose, so I decided to quit. I was smart enough to buy 5 sous of opium extra, and also thought up an explanation in
case my father beat me for coming home late.
The following day, I got up early. Having washed my face, I went straight out into the street to play for money.
I managed to get 5 sous. That small sum was quite a lot for the poor children with whom I played. One must be
clever, hard-headed, and resourceful to get money (which they carried carefully fastened inside their trousers) out
of them.
That afternoon I won again, and this time it was even better! It was double the amount of money I had won the
previous day, and I won it very easily and quickly. Those who lost the money were kids from wealthy families
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who played in secret places hidden from their parents.
For a few days, when I had finished eating, I went out into the street, looking for those games. I lost some and
won some; I lost to the poor children and I won from the adults and children of wealthy families. The experience
taught me that if I wanted to have money to buy cakes and go to the movies, I had to go to the street near the
market, near the quay, near the bus-stop to find the kids from wealthy families or join the wild games of coolies
and excited workers who got together in the afternoon after work.
From the day I knew I had that skill and recognized my advantages and disadvantages, I started to wander
around the streets with a thick shiny coin for a taw and a little over 10 sous as capital. I also had the desire to get a
lot of money to spend.
Every day I managed to get 20 or 30 sous. I was very happy and proud of myself. My happiness now
overflowed; I was like a person who had experienced the glory of freedom through his own worthy profession.
*
One wet, windy afternoon, squatting on the bed with his knees up to his chest supporting his chin, my father
called me gendy and sweedy: “Hong, come here, I’ve got something to ask you.”
My father rarely called my name as tenderly as that, and so not only was I not pleased, but I was also anxious
and worried by this unusual occurrence. My face turned pale as I walked towards him very slowly. He smiled, and
waved at me once more: “No! Daddy’s not going to beat you, he’s only going to ask you a question.”
I went up beside my father with my heart beating fast, my legs trembling, and tears in the corners of my eyes.
He remained calm as he placed one arm over my shoulder and slipped one hand into my pocket: “You’ve got
some money, haven’t you?”
The silent lamp and clean opium tray that had been pulled right to the foot of the bed made me think
immediately that it was after four, and I still hadn’t gone to buy opium for my father’s afternoon session. I also
remembered immediately that the day before yesterday he hadn’t smoked and, that yesterday, relying on my
grandmother to sell something or other, he had 20 or 30 sous to buy a little opium. But this had only been just
enough for last night and four or five pipes this morning.
My anxiety passed in a minute and was replaced by feelings of anger and indignation. I was so choked with
tears that it was almost impossible for me to say a word. I knew well that, if he didn’t have opium and he saw that
I had money, my father would surely take it from me. But 4 or 5 sous wouldn’t be enough! A string of over ten
nickel coins, 5 sous, was hidden in my money belt—a rather large sum that I had brazenly hung around the streets
and markets and gone all around town to make.
It was as if my resentment boiled over when I thought of this money being converted into spluttering opium
that would be sucked quickly into a small pipe before the sunken, dim eyes of my father. I turned away my face,
wet with tears, and plainly answered my father: “I haven’t got any!”
My father smiled again a smile which made his grey face darker, the purple bluish colour of a whetstone.
“Are you sure?”
After saying this, my father fingered the hem on my pants. 1 shrank from him and yelled at the top of my
voice: “Leave me alone! I beg you! I really haven’t got any.”
My father scowled and scolded, “Be quiet!”, then pulled my body towards him. I was on the point of freeing
myself from my father’s grasp, but seeing the whites of his eyes bulging as though they were about to pop out and
feeling hot on my face a breath which came from a mouth he tried with difficulty to close, I gave up my struggle
and stood there quietly.
My father groped behind my back, and poked his hand into my pants to find the hidden coins.
There was not a trace of love left in my heart at that moment.
My father felt around the front of my pants. My face turned more and more pale and my throat became more
and more constricted.
Then I let out a scream when my father’s hand touched the piece of string which fastened the money belt
inside my pants.
Suddenly, the string snapped. Pain knotted my insides. I ground my teeth and stamped my feet on the floor. My
father’s face suddenly became menacing, and he jerked my chin up.
“Hong! Where have you been going after you’ve eaten these last few days?”
I cried and didn’t dare to answer. But in my mind I had a very clear answer: “I don’t have any pocket money,
so I had to go out and play hit-the-coin. Where else could I have gone?”
My father still glared at me: “Hong! Who allowed you to go and play hit-the-coin? Who allowed you to play
around with street urchins? Get down. Quick. Or I’ll kill you. Hong!”
I withdrew to a corner of the room, my eyes filled with tears. I clasped my hands, imploring him: “I beg you,
Father, forgive me, I have been stupid.”
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My father smiled: “Yes, you’ve been stupid, stupid, so get down here.”
In a flash, he pulled the rattan whip down from the top of the mosquito net.
“I beg you, Father! Father, forgive me. I won’t dare to do it again. If I do it again, you can kill me.”
My father’s lips tightened, and his nostrils puffed out. All the flesh on my body trembled. I imagined pain
stabbing through my body under the supple whip, leaving me with no regrets about having to give up the money. I
cried to my I father: “I beg you, Father, please let me give you all the money I have. I beg you, Father, forgive
me.”
As I finished those words, the whip was being held high above me: “Go and lie down on the bed, quick! Be
quick!”
Before he’d finished that sentence, my father’s eyes had filled with tears, his grey forehead broke out in beads
of sweat, and his face became darker.
“Quick!”
He began to yell, but this time his voice was not clear and stopped short like the sound of a cork breaking in
the neck of a bottle when someone has used all his strength to remove it.
My father did not beat me, and he didn’t touch my money. Pleased and surprised, I couldn’t understand it at
all!
From that day, my father’s attitude towards me changed. Whenever he spoke to me now, he consulted me and
discussed matters with me gently and sweetly! And he always raised his tired dim eyes to look at me. From time
to time, he also smiled at me, but his smile would fade quickly from his pale lips.
Although my father’s way of speaking, his eyes, and his smiles were full of love, they often terrified me. This
was especially so at times when my father sat with his knees up in that dark airless room; except for a small glass
skylight in the ceiling to let in some light, the room had no windows.
4
I had already taken off my funeral turban; not because I had cut short my mourning for my father, but because
I now had a white sun helmet with a black band.
It was almost the first anniversary of my father’s death. My mother had still not returned from Thanh Hoa. I
heard that she was selling lanterns and gold foil at the main markets there. I say “I heard,” because people spread
the news that my mother made her living that way, and one day my aunt called me to her and asked me with a
smile: “Hong, do you want to go to Thanh Hoa to visit your mother?”
Thinking both of my mother’s gentle face and the affectionate nurturing that I was missing made me cry, and I
was going to say yes. But recognizing the cruel sarcasm in my aunt’s smile and voice, I lowered my head without
answering.
I knew very well that when talking about my mother, my aunt wanted to plant seeds of suspicion and scorn in
my mind. She wanted me to forsake my mother, a widow, who, because of poverty and debts, could not stay in
her home town to bring up her children, but left them to their grandmother and aunt while she went off to make
some kind of living elsewhere.
But my love and my respect for my mother could never have been damaged by the evil intentions of my aunt,
even though it had been nearly a year since my mother had sent me a letter or any news or pocket money!
I answered my aunt with a smile: “No, I don’t want to go there, my mother will be back at the end of the year.”
My aunt’s voice halted momentarily, before she continued with her smooth tongue: “Why don’t you go? Your
mother has become rich. It isn’t like before.”
Her eyes sparkled as she stared at me, as if trying to stimulate my desire to go. I kept quiet and lowered my
head to look at the floor; my insides became knotted; my eyes were burning. She tapped me on the shoulder and
continued with a smile: “You fool, go ahead, I’ll give you the train fare. Go there and tell your mother to buy you
clothes, and also visit your new baby sister. Why not?”
Tears ran down my face and chin and neck. The sound of the words “baby sister,” that my aunt uttered so
sweetly and so deliberately, made my heart shrivel as she had wanted it to. But I didn’t have that painful feeling
because my mother had a child with another man even though my father had not been dead a year. I had it because
I felt so much for my mother; I was angry because she had become separated from us because of her fear of oldfashioned prejudices; she had to go away to give birth secretly, and hide like a clumsy murderer with a bloodstained knife.
I laughed in my tears and asked my aunt: “How did you know that my mother had a baby?”
My aunt went on relating in a cheerful tone the news that a member of the family had been in Thanh Hoa to
buy rice and, on passing a market, had seen my mother sitting breast-feeding a baby beside a bamboo basket full
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of lanterns. She was dressed in rags and her face was pale. Surprised and full of pity, that person intended to call
my mother, but my mother turned her face away and covered it with her conical hat.
When my aunt had finished this story, I was so distressed that my crying was noiseless, and I went pale with
anger. If those ancient customs which hurt my mother had been objects of rock, crystal, or wood, I would have
taken them, put them in my mouth, and ground them to dust.
My aunt suddenly changed her tone, tapped me on the shoulder, and said: “You should go and ask Aunty
Thong, the relative who went to Thanh Hoa, where your mother lives, then send your mother a telegram telling
her that, no matter what, she should return; that sooner or later she will have to face her shame and shouldn’t
leave this town forever because of it.”
As if to show love and respect for my father, my aunt continued hesitantly: “You should remind her especially
that the fifteenth day of the eighth month is the first anniversary of your father’s death. If your mother doesn’t
come back, she will hurt his spirit, and the relatives will torture you by saying that your mother is a bad woman.”
When the anniversary came, my mother came back even though I didn’t write a letter to her. She came home
by herself bringing a lot of gifts for me and my sister, Que. That afternoon, walking home from school, I suddenly
saw someone in a rickshaw who looked like my mother. I immediately ran behind her, calling out with
excitement: “Mother! Mother! Mother!”
If the person who turned around was somebody else, it would have been a big joke for my classmates who
would have teased me by taking off their wooden shoes and clapping them together noisily. It would have caused
me not only great embarrassment, but also self-pity. I would have been like a traveler who had collapsed in the
desert before the mirage of a stream of fresh water, running through the shade of a hibiscus bush.
The rickshaw slowed down, and then my mother used her hat to wave to me. A few seconds later, I caught up
with her. I was panting, my forehead was covered in sweat, and, when my mother affectionately touched my head
and asked me how I had been, I started to sob as she cried with me.
“Don’t cry any more. I’ve come back to be with you and your sister.”
My mother dried my eyes with the panel of her brown tunic and lifted me into the rickshaw. I could now see
that she didn’t look as ragged and poor as my aunt had recently described her to me. Her face was still bright, and
her clear eyes and smooth skin still seemed to make the rosy hue of her cheeks stand out.
Or was it the sudden happiness of seeing a loved one in person that made my mother look as beautiful as when
we were rich?
I sat on the cushion with my thigh against my mother’s, my head resting on her chest. I felt the warmth I had
been missing in my life flow through my body. The smell of my mother’s clothes and the scented breath that came
from her lovely mouth as she chewed betel were unusually fragrant to me. Just think when you were young and in
your mother’s lap, how infinitely gentle a sensation it was to have your face against her milky breast, and her
hand caressing your face and chin, and rubbing your back. From the time I met my mother in the rickshaw until
we got home, I don’t remember either what she asked me or what I replied. I cannot remember whether I thought
in those excited moments of what my aunt had said to arouse feelings in me of rejection and disdain for my
mother: “You fool, you should go to Thanh Hoa, I’ll give you the train fare. Go and tell your mother to feed and
clothe you, and also to visit your little sister.”
5
At the beginning of the ninth month, my mother went back to Thanh Hoa. When she left, my sister and I
accepted her departure calmly and we were happy with her instructions: “You two stay with your grandmother
and aunt and let me go and make some money so that I can provide for you and buy you some new clothes for
Tet.”\fn{Vietnamese New Year.}
Cherishing the idea of having beautiful clothes and a lot of pocket money, I was quite happy to go to school
and my younger sister stayed home to play.
Soon winter came. Talking about winter, I had the funny feeling that the previous winters were wetter and
colder and sadder than that one was and future ones would be.
Those strange long days of quiet drizzle and cold seemed never-ending.
The street I lived in was Hang Suo. It was only busy from April or May to September or October. From
November through to February, few people passed through it; the rasping sound of sawing and the clatter of
carpentry could no longer be heard. Activity came to a complete stop.
I still remember the numb feeling I had at times when dark black clouds massed unevenly in the sky like the
furrows in a freshly ploughed field or like the piles of pungent smoke that rotten vegetation gives off when it’s
burnt in the cold.
Once I had finished spending the money my mother had given me, I waited eagerly for the day of her return.
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The more I waited for the lunar New Year to arrive, the more slowly time passed, as if it was about to come to a
standstill. But when Christmas came, still half a month before the end of the lunar New Year during which time
my mother would still be at Thanh Hoa, I prayed that, from 23 to 25 December, the time would pass even more
slowly. This was because I had the intuition that the earliest my mother would arrive home would be the twentyninth or thirtieth of the last month of the lunar calendar, and this meant I had no expectation of a joyous Christmas
as in former years!
During the two days’ break from school, I only appeared in the house once to eat and spent my time wandering
around the streets looking for a game of hit-the-coin or odds and evens. When I saw half-sou coins tossed into the
air and land on the ground, when the taws thrown at a pile of coins flew up and hit other coins which in turn
turned up with their faces odds and evens, I became excited and wanted to satisfy my greed for money. Being with
people who had money made me feel uncomfortable.
Why were they so happy? Their red faces, gleaming eyes, and noisy laughter showed that they were extremely
pleased.
Hadn’t I enjoyed the same pleasure two years ago on hot summer days? People said that I became a street kid
who wandered around the street playing games to earn money to buy rice for the family and opium for my father
and that no one bothered to look after the family tombs. Ignoring the criticism and contempt of these people, I
calmly enjoyed a free life with the street children and workers, and a close relationship with my father.
At times, when I was with my father, I noticed the sparkle in his eyes, the affectionate smile on his pale lips: I
now realized that they contained deep love which was mixed with the pain of parting from this world. My father
knew he would soon leave us, two children whose lives he had surely damaged with his neglect, and a wife who
died slowly in forced love.
The evening of 25 December had arrived! My young sister was carefree. She borrowed money from her old
school friends to buy some grapefruit and star fruit to take to the gate of the nearby Convent the following
morning. She was hoping to compete with the other street vendors. My aunt had gone to play cards; my
grandmother was at home but did not bother to talk to me.
After 10 p.m. I went out quietly, wearing a loose black coat, but no hat or shoes.
The bell tower of the cathedral was illuminated by an arrangement of electric light bulbs which I saw turned on
in the shape of a five-pointed star. Mist swirled in the glowing beams of electric light, rising thickly and
dispersing far off in the night. The sky looked like a dark blue velvet curtain that was about to be raised. Then,
suddenly, parallel lines of bulbs which hung down from the bell tower to the stone steps of the church were also
illuminated, forming a tree of dazzling rays.
Christians from the outskirts of the city had gathered, sitting in groups of five or seven people that covered the
wide, elevated stone courtyard of the cathedral. I don’t know how many cake sellers had gathered around the
sidewalks on either side of the cathedral.
Wearing only a set of thin cotton clothes and a dark loose coat that was torn at the shoulders, I felt the cold
piercing my flesh and chilling it. Each time the east wind lashed my face, I felt as if my cheeks had been cut with
a knife. I walked around the church over ten times, often trying to work my way into the crowd. My legs were
giving way beneath me.
The bell suddenly pealed, and the sky reverberated with its ringing. The cathedral door was now wide open. A
dazzling vault of candlelight interspersed with glowing beams of glass and crystal appeared glittering like gold
before my eyes. French people moved in first. They chatted as they went slowly into the very wide aisle and up to
the front pews on which were covered cushions. Next Vietnamese officials, people with power and wealth,
entered the cathedral with an important stately air.
When the church heated up with the shining colours of the congregation’s clothes and the smell of make-up
and strong perfume, when the choir broke into song as if to welcome the haughty wealth and serene calm of
people whose class permitted them to enter first, the church wardens who had spread their arms to block the rest
now dropped them. At once a wave of ragged unkempt people surged in, jostling and pushing each other, not at
the main entrance, but at the two side doors which only now were opened. It was as though, in the wailing tumult
of a poor hungry city that had been destroyed by flood and smitten with famine, people had to wrangle and rob
each other for a place to stand in front of a charity house.
Quickly jumping up a few steps, I tried to slip through a part of the crowd so as to see the altar, but was not
able to do so. As it happened, each time I put my head forward and tried to burrow through from the far end of
that stinking throng, I was pushed back, and if I hadn’t ducked, I would have felt the blow of some one’s
knuckles.
Gradually, I lost all interest in seeing the mass. I became more aware of the piercing cold. Gradually, I felt
bitter at my abject loneliness, at my plight as a destitute orphan, while so many happy people were being carried
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away in the soft ambience of the service.
The sound of the organ pipes and the singing of the hymns rose joyously over the congregation. But I had only
reached the top of the steps to the stone courtyard that was still covered with people who had come a long way
from the country and arrived late. I turned around and walked off by myself down the steps in the opposite
direction, then turned into Paul Bert Street.
I didn't go home.
*
The mist had spread out like a curtain drawn in the night. Indistinct and still, nature appeared in a light sea of
fine vapor. The foliage on trees on either side of the road was darkening green, wet and heavy. It was cold. But
each time a gust of wind blew across my face, I felt particles of water seep into my flesh.
Only being soaked in a storm could give such a sensation of the fierce chilling cold. That was how I felt
walking that night in the wind, in the quiet, with my thoughts of a gentle mother, agitated, unsettled, and numb
with pain.
The wind became stronger! The cold midnight air became more penetrating! Leaves stirred on the surface of
the road, and it was as if their rustle had entered my soul.
That vague sound was like the whispering of birds. The glow of the electric lights that illuminated the silent
landscape became dimmer and now sank into the deep mist that came whirling off the rim of the moon.
I felt as though the rustle of the leaves would never end. It was so cold! In my soul, the dead leaves were being
crushed and churned, crushed and churned in a process of perpetual disintegration. I continued on my way, not
conscious of anything but a funeral.
It was on the fifteenth day of the eighth lunar month, the time when every child is full of joy at the banquet
held to look at the full moon, to watch the somersault dance with the lion’s head, to listen to the loud beating of
the drums and the crashing of the cymbals. My little sister, Que, and I were dressed untidily in a set of rumpled
clothes with the hems let down as a sign of mourning, as we followed a small coffin on a wooden frame that over
twenty people were carrymg.
As the funeral procession proceeded slowly through the streets, everybody looked on with interest, because of
the two little children who cried: “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” The cute sound of those endearing words, which came
out with our sobs, made many women cover their smiles. My aunt had to take a step back and whisper in my ear:
“Don’t cry ‘Daddy;’ cry ‘Father.’”
But we were only able to correct our cries for a few moments, before we remembered what came usually from
our mouths and continued: “Daddy! Daddy! Dear Daddy!”
For many years, the word “Daddy” had been the one beginning so many phrases that were addressed to the
most beloved person in our lives. How could we suddenly change it! To cry “Daddy;” it was as though we were
showing that even though my father had now passed away, he was still remembered by his two children,
remembered with almost maddening pain and sorrow in an intimate expression that everyone thought was so cute:
“Daddy! Dear Daddy!”
6
The back of the calendar was already covered with words! Each time I felt pain, resentment, or shame, I would
write a couple of lines on the front of the calendar, summarizing the details of when, how, and why I had been
insulted, despised, or made miserable.
12 November 19-Aunt C drained the stale water from the pot of chicken soup into a small bowl. She said to give it to me. Who
would want to eat it, even if they were starving? She has more consideration for her servants than me.
14 November 19-I will remember the slap and this curse which accompanied it until the day I die: “Hey, Hong, your father has
died, but you still have your mother to teach you. If your mother sells herself or chases men and leaves you to fool
around, you could say you’ve still got us.” Oh Mother! I’m so miserable, Mother! Why do you go away for so
long? My aunt beats me, because I dared to take back the toys her children took from me. She also curses me and
you too. You are away from me, do you know all this?
After hours of walking in the wind and rain, I wrote:
1 December 19-Oh Daddy! You were kind in life, and now that you’re dead, please answer my call. Do you know how I feel?
Since I beg your supernatural assistance, I don’t think you will refuse my request. Daddy, help me to gain 10 sous.
I’m very hungry, dear Daddy! It is raining again and very cold! For a week, I haven’t had a sou to buy snacks.
4 December 19-207

Why didn’t my aunt send her children out to do errands? I’m even sent to buy half a sou of salt and soy sauce.
When I came home from school, I was so hungry that I couldn’t see clearly. I was just about to get some rice to
eat, but I had to put my bowl down and run an errand. It makes me cry to think about it. Oh Mother! Why have
you gone for so long? Why don’t you ever come home?
I wrote a lot more. But I hope that the examples I have given you over a few days are enough for you to
understand clearly the dark tortures that filled my childhood once my father died and my mother went away to
earn her living. I have also given a quick summary of my diary in order to prepare you to come into the nights
when I had vague dreams.
Those nights were the last nights of my thirteenth year.
*
We didn’t live in Hang Su Street any longer. We moved to Ban Go Street to live with Aunt C.
Because we were dependent on Aunt C for shelter, my grandmother, Aunt G, my father’s younger sister, Aunt
G’s daughter, and my younger sister and myself were squashed into the outhouse which served as Aunt C’s
kitchen!
To use the word “squashed” is not an exaggeration, because we were extremely cramped.
The room was about 20 square meters; along its side there was a kitchen for three families, altogether sixteen
people; along its width was the passage leading through the rear courtyard and up to the house; the remaining
surface was just enough for a bed, a table, and a trunk jammed in without a centimeter between them. The table
was cluttered with a teapot and cups, a betel box, and my grandmother’s things. Piled on the trunk were my
clothes and three or four baskets of torn rags!
Of course, those rags belonged to my sister and me. It was impossible for me to lie on the bed which was
claimed by so many people and which could also collapse at any time on the cooking pots, baskets, plates, and
firewood that were piled underneath it. I had to lie on a piece of wood on the edge of the passageway that was
slightly bigger than the bench pushed up beside the bed.
It was on this piece of wood that I lay awake so many silent nights when it was drizzling, when the dew was so
thick that it seemed to be woven into a grey cloth that covered the landscape, and when the whistling of the wind
went deep into my soul.
I covered myself with the mattress that my father used to lie on when he smoked opium. It was short, narrow,
and thin. I took it out to dry in the sun many times, but it still kept the burning smell of the peanut oil, the lao
tobacco, and the sweat and dirt of the body that had lain on it so many times before. Since I could not cover my
face, I wrapped it in a piece of brown cloth that my aunt had discarded. In order to cover myself completely, I also
used a sleeping mat and curled myself up with my knees touching my chin and my head on my chest.
From nightfall to midnight, I could sleep a bit, but from cock crow to daylight I lay awake, changing my
position from one side to another, face down and face up, holding my legs up against my chest. At that time, the
cold caused me pain from the tips of my toes to the tops of my ears. Sometimes, I stretched myself out with my
arms folded in front of my chest trying to sleep, but I could only stay still for a few minutes, because it felt as
though there was a block of ice on my stomach. I continued to toss and turn.
Outside, the wind occasionally wailed, while a shower of rain beat down, then both stopped and were lost in
the silence of the night. All those sounds made me think of clumps of wet vegetation pushing up chaotically
through thick-matted grass that looks like freshly washed curly hair: clumps of cauliflower and ragged herbs
struggling to rise in the wind and lift themselves out of narrow thorny gardens and gutters choked with mud.
Lying awake for many hours, I was so exhausted that I succumbed to sleep. The cold quickly carried my soul
to far-away dreams. There, so many sweet absorbing impressions and feelings vibrated and warmed my heart! My
mind was no longer beset by anger and jealousy, and so my innate personality—that of a young child—was able
to blossom fully in those bright familiar dreams.
I call those dreams familiar, because the landscape in them was not remote or complicated at all. Those
landscapes had once appeared before me in daylight when I wasn’t more than eight years old …
One night, my younger sister, Que, and I leisurely climb a staircase to get to the attic of the house with few
windows and no ceiling in Jules Ferry Street; the house that my father will sell for money to buy opium.
My sister carries a small basket of sweet potatoes, rice popcorn, and rice cakes. And I, I carry a basket of
mussel shells, the empty opium tin, an empty condensed milk tin, a knife, a small chopping board, and a tiny pair
of chopsticks.
Dear Readers: here before you are two children who are about to embark on an adventure in the middle of the
jungle that is deep in the mountains of their childish imaginations!
The jungle is the area where my father’s potted ornamental shrubs stand on the brick parapet. The island of
wild beasts where no person has yet set foot is in the corner of the narrow attic. There is a cave in the heart of the
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high mountains that almost touches the blue clouds and covers hundreds of acres of fields, and this is in the space
between the bed and the wall.
The food that Que and I arrange carefully in small baskets is hung on a piece of timber that we imagine is the
branch of a tree. If we don’t store our provisions carefully, we will be worried that the tigers and bears\fn{ And lions
—oh, my!} might come to destroy them, and then we will have neither anything to eat nor the strength to struggle
against the terrible forces of nature and wild animals.
We eat very cautiously. Each month—a few minutes is a month—we kill a pig which is really a sweet potato
which we stand on four toothpicks. The first lumpy slice we carve is the head, the second longer thinner piece is
the neck, and the big fat slice behind the neck is the belly. Naturally, we have to throw away the legs! Chickens,
ducks, birds, and fish are made from peanuts and discarded rice crisps that we boil and cook in butter tins and
condensed milk tins, at the rate of a few a day. We take the food from the tins and put it into the mussel shells and
dip it into crushed rice cakes or sugar.
I am bigger than Que so I should eat more, but being a man in the middle of the jungle, I have to make
sacrifices for my female companion. Whenever my sister kindly offers me some extra sticky rice or peanuts, I
have to tell her gently: “You eat it. I have had plenty. I’m strong, I can eat less! You are weak, you need to eat a lot
in order to have the strength to fight the wild animals with me.”
Outside, the rain pours down. The wind wails. Occasionally, lightning flashes in the black clouds.
I go downstairs to get some burning coals and put them in a biscuit tin so that I can take them upstairs to warm
ourselves. We warm our hands over the coals, pretending that it is very cold. My younger sister talks
affectionately to me using very cute words. In the end, she puts her head on my shoulder and pretends to sleep.
We had run out of food! Our father had finished smoking. We had to put our toys away and go downstairs so
that my father could sleep.
That was part one of the adventurous life of the young wanderers! Immaterial\fn{ The word has not scanned properly;
I am almost certain that this is what it was .} and light, the dream of it was like the smoke of evening cooking fires that
silently attracts the evening sunlight as it disperses. And it left in my heart its infinite softness for weeks to come.
It seems I have been reliving the innocent period of my life that everyone says is the rich source of feeling.
One night when I was harshly scolded by my grandmother, I was so indignant that I cried quietly for hours,
before I fell asleep exhausted.
Then, having escaped in sleep the pain, the shame, and the self-pity that tormented me, my soul returned to a
restful state and entered again a world of bright dreams …
Beneath the far-reaching light of the moon, the appearance of a slender woman, stepping lightly in the shadow
of a lilac tree, vibrates dimly along a glistening tarred road, and I hurry after her without calling. She turns
around. I can see two sparkling eyes looking at me from a fair fresh face. Her hair blows in the wind like silk
threads fluttering in the moonlight. I quickly take the supple hand that the young lady offers me.
I don’t know how much time has passed since I and the young lady with warm skin and tender voice have put
our heads on each other’s shoulders and looked passionately at each other. I don’t know what sweet feelings are
caressing her, what profound impressions are blossoming in her. As for me, I am nervous, and it is as though my
chest has gone cold.
I no longer worry about my persecution. At times, I want to say a few words in her ear, but when I see her faint
face and eyes half-closed and her light hair fluttering in the air, I tremble and remain silent. Gradually, I fall asleep
in the naïvely passionate eyes and fresh cool breath of that slender girl.
On the footpath where we sit, broken yellow leaves from the lilac tree fly up constandy and then scatter
everywhere. But, at the same time, there are other broken leaves. They have been churned and crushed to dust that
spreads in the shining light of the moon and settles like gossamer on our hair and in our souls.
Thu—this gentle girl, who has shared my life in the most gentle moments of that dream—was a classmate
about my own age who usually walked home from school with me.
Thu’s school was about 100 metres from mine. To avoid any trouble between the two groups of students at the
girls’ and the boys’ schools, the principal of the girls’ school always let her students leave a little while after the
boys went home. But I always went back to meet Thu or waited under a veranda at the corner for her to come
past.
At thirteen, how could I have the burning passion of an adult for this girl? I was waiting eagerly for her, as I
remembered something that happened one particular morning.
That morning, under the drizzling rain, I put my arm around a person who I thought was a male classmate,
while we watched the activities to celebrate Armistice Day.\fn{ The armistice that stopped the active warfare that effectively
ended World War I is meant. It used to be celebrated in the United States as well, but has dropped out of use .} A little while later, a
cold slippery feeling of hair rippled on my skin, startling me. I lowered my head to look at the face of the person
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around whom I had just put my arm.
Oh God! It wasn’t that cross-eyed, dark-skinned boy; it was a girl who was a bit shorter than me, with ebonycolored hair shining on her lissom back. She had bright brown eyes with soft black lashes and fresh bright lips.
From then on, this small girl was always on my mind. I could not forget the beautiful hand that had gently
lifted my arm, and her innocent brown eyes that looked at me as a blush came quickly to her cheeks and faded.
For months when I was suffering from hard work and pain, whenever I started to cry, I thought of Thu, that
pretty young schoolgirl!
The more tears I had in my eyes, the more clearly I could see the flap of her brown crepe tunic and her shiny
hazelnut hair.
7
The first few days of the warm spring that year were as bright as the litter of exploded firecrackers fluttering
on a gleaming white sidewalk.
After lunch on the afternoon of the second day of Tet, my mother ordered me to put four Xa Doai oranges, ten
fresh areca nuts, and ten yellow betel-nut leaves into a small betel box.
Going out into the street, I was just about to call a rickshaw, when my mother told me not to. I complained in
an endearing voice: “It’s a very long way from the house to Phu Long, I can[‘t go on foot.”
“But there’s no money for the fare!”
“Then you go alone.”
We had reached the street. A number of rickshaw coolies rushed towards us, and, on getting no business,
dispersed and went elsewhere. I handed the betel box to my mother: “Here, Mother, you take it. I;m going back.”
My mother looked quietly at me for a moment, then said slowly in an unruffied voice: “Let’s walk, I want to
talk to you.”
Never had I seen my mother with as grave an expression on her face as she wore at that time. Although I knew
she was very determined, she was still not strong enough to control me if I decided to become obstreperous.
However, I didn’t dare to ignore her. After so many months of shame and ill-treatment and of missing a mother’s
loving attention, I had promised myself that I would never offend her. Even if excessive love engendered by her
absence had made her afraid of me and turned her into a willing slave who would happily spoil me as I pleased, I
decided not to take advantage.
This pledge had another significance: to let my mother see that her child respected her and would be extremely
sad and miserable when she abandoned him again.
Acting immediately, I helpfully took the betel box and said “yes” in a sweet voice. But after going a long
distance beside my mother, I suddenly became anxious and worried.
Why had my mother told me to walk so that she could speak to me?
In the past, when had my mother talked to me as strangelyas that? Is it good or bad news?
I was even more surprised when I saw my mother lower her head and look down at the road with a dark look
on her face. She suddenly let out one word:
“Hong!”
I didn’t reply, and just looked at her with wide eyes. She called my name once more, then said, trembling: “I
want to ask you something, answer me truthfully.”
The broken words of her question, spoken with sobs and pants, reverberated in my ear. In confusion, I quickly
took my mother’s hand and shook it: “Mother, what is it? What is it?”
My mother quickly raised her eyes and looked at me and then looked back down at the road: “Do you agree?”
Vexed, I said: “Why would I not agree? But what is it? Tell me what it is.”
My mother was cautious: “All right, I’ll tell you, but don’t …”
My mother, a mother of twenty-nine who still had a fresh face, asked, after hesitating for a few moments, the
following question in a small voice that was quivering with anxiety and worry: “Would you consent if I brought
your baby sister back here?”
Good heavens! Such a humiliation! The ancient rites and customs of Vietnam force a mother to regard the
bearing of children before the end of the mourning period for a deceased husband as more disgusting than the
most evil, cruel, and wicked thing. And, following the slavish adherence to past prejudices which are still binding,
a boy of less than fourteen is raised to a position of such importance that his mother has to submit herself to him
and beg him.
I tapped my mother lightly on the shoulder: “Mother, stop crying! Of course, bring the baby home! Why
wouldn’t I consent? You didn’t have to ask me.”
But angry resentment suddenly came into my mind. Agitated, I said very quickly: “Mother, don’t be afraid of
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anyone! Bring her back openly.”
When she heard my unflinching words, I didn’t know whether my mother could feel the indignation that had
boiled up in me. And, after enduring so much ill-treatment, deprivation, and lack of love, I ground my teeth in
order to crush the meanness of those who despised me because I was the son of a gentle widow who was forced
by her suffering to become involved early in another relationship.
My mother didn’t reply. She only raised her eyes and looked vaguely at me with a smile that seemed as though
it would never disappear from her pretty lips.
Once she’d dried her tears, her cheeks became rosy, and her eyes sparkled. The red of her cheeks and the flash
of her sparkling eyes were like fresh young bamboo shoots sprouting in the bright spring sun.
*
Soon January ended, then February. The happy time of love and affection was interrupted. But my life was not
as tormented as before; this time my mother had asked my grandmother and my aunt to look after us.
But actually my grandmother and aunt did not provide for me, because I looked after myself with the money I
earned.
Money for soap, school books, and tickets for the movies or a soccer game all came from me.
The day my mother went off with her basket under her arm, she emptied her pocket to give me her last 5 sous
and said slowly to me: “Hong, be a good boy and stay at home. I’m going to Hai Phong to borrow some money
from Aunt T, so I can go to Thanh Hoa to get your baby sister and come back here to start a business and look
after you all.”
Two weeks passed, then two months, and my mother had still not returned. Nor had I received a letter from
her.
The days of heavy skies with black clouds and drizzling rain towards the end of January reflected my feelings.
During the long nights, I lay awake, thinking of my mother’s disappointment at not being able to borrow money,
and of how this meant she had to stay in Thanh Hoa and experience the hardship of being a street vendor so that
she could take care of the baby sister I hadn’t seen.
My painful memories of my mother were more bitter when I turned the calendar over to read quietly bits and
pieces of the diary I had been keeping on the back of it.
But from the beginning of March, I rarely felt pain and worry. Gradually, calm and good spirits returned to me.
I began a new life that was free and full, because I had an extraordinary idea about a new way of playing hit-thecoin.
When my father was still alive about four years before this, I was the child who could do without food and
proper clothes, but not without “playing.” However, at first, I always lost the game, some days losing little, others
losing up to 30 or 40 sous. My father then tied me up and beat me until my bottom bled, because I had dared to
disobey his orders and gone out playing in the street.
By the year that my father was dying, I had become a very good player who could compete with other smart,
cunning children without losing. Furthermore, I knew how to talk workers, coolies, and kids from wealthy
families into playing so that I could beat them. Two years after my father died, the way of playing changed.
Although my old way had been very clever, it now became useless. I started losing again. Any sou I put down to
play disappeared. Once my mother sent me 2 piastres from Thanh Hoa to buy school books, and I lost them in
two days.
Playing this game for a whole year, I always lost. There were times when I was able to save 60 or 70 sous by
not eating cakes, but lost them in a couple of games, and all I wanted to do was cry.
Having no money left, I still hung around to watch the game. I tried my best to imitate the playing style of the
champions.
Then one afternoon, I knew I had learned the secret of the game. My trouser legs were heavy with mud, my
hair was dripping wet, and I continued to play with success. Not only had I luckily found a good taw, but with it I
had also worked out that, if I used less force, my throw was more accurate.
Soon, one pocket full of sous was so heavy that when I bent down to throw at the half-sou, my left hand had to
hold the pocket so the coins wouldn’t spill out and, also, lift it up so that it wouldn’t be in the way. A little while
later, the other pocket in which I didn’t want to put the money for fear that it would be in the way was full too. I
had to change those coins into 10- and 20-sous ones, and I had to give the street vendors an extra half-sou when
they changed the money for me.
All the students who were early for school came to look at our game. Each time I raised my arm to throw at the
target, the kids cheered and all eyes were on the half-sou coin which bounced a long way.
The youngsters who lost became angry, and many times they forced me to play again thinking that I used my
finger to flick the half-sou coin quickly, or how could the taw always successfully knock the other coins over the
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line? My classmates objected strongly. They defended me by saying that the way I threw the taw, my hand never
touched the target coin.
The school drum sounded once. The kids lost all their money. With both hands holding my full pockets, I ran
to the fountain to wash my feet and clean the mud off my clothes. I was followed by a crowd of classmates asking
for money. I couldn’t refuse, because one of them pushed my arm up behind my back, and, calmly plucking the
coins from my pocket, he distributed them to the others.
*
My lucky taw never slipped out of my hand. When the game was over, I pried the mud out of the letters which
were stamped on the coin and washed and dried and polished it until it was really shiny. After that I put it into a
delicate wax paper covering and hid it in my pocket. Once every few days, I even more carefully dipped it into
some brass cleaner, then took a piece of thin felt, and polished it for hours.
When I held the coin up in the sunlight, it sparkled like 24-carat gold.
I was pleased and proud and had the impression that it was more valuable than gold. Because of it, I was able
to make 60 or 70 sous a day. If I added up the money I made, it was worth more than a piece of gold the same
weight.
When I went to sleep, I didn’t dare put it in my pocket because I was afraid it would fall out on to the bed and
that someone would take it and spend it. I always had to slip it into a piece of cloth, put a string around it, and
hang it inside my trousers.
On one occasion, I had thrown it down too strongly during a game, and it flew off into a thorny bush, so that I
had to miss a whole class to find it. I wasn’t as afraid of getting the cane when I went to school on Thursday or
even of being expelled than I was of losing that rare taw.
I valued it the way sexy women value the beauty of their attractive figures; the way tyrants value their
hardened troops and treat them well because they bring them many brilliant victories.
Lying at the foot of a tree in the park, I never got bored with looking at my taw. Rubbing my hand over the
sharp edge of the coin, I felt elated and sad. Four Chinese characters, some French words, and the image of the
woman on the sou piece brought an unusual idea to my mind: cast a sou that had my image and name on it so that
I could go around all the towns earning my living as a professional hit-the-coin player.
I never used my rare and precious taw for practice. I was afraid that I'd wear it down or chip it for nothing.
And, what is more, I suddenly had the idea of placing it in a higher position than every other coin, to
commemorate with great respect that afternoon when I suddenly hit upon that terrific way of throwing the coin.
I didn’t need to throw it down hard, just aim it accurately at a half-sou piece and hit a thick sou coin with the
sharp edge and hole in the middle. The edge of the taw could send a half-sou coin flying up and sometimes leave
a deep cut in the earth.
A few months after I discovered this style of play, all the children in Nam Dinh Province knew how to play it.
But I was the best. They couldn’t be as good as me, because I was the first one to think of this way of playing and
put it into practice. Wherever I played, I could always knock the half-sou piece over the upper line.
All my playmates gave me a nickname—“Coin Eater”—because they knew I could make enough to feed
myself from playing hit-the-coin. I wasn’t ashamed, but proud to have received that sarcastic title.
8
I didn't seem to have anything to do with my family any more.
I used to get up early. Sometimes, I didn’t even wash my face or put on a long tunic. I tucked my shirt into my
trousers and left for school. At lunch-time, I ate a little for the sake of it. After I washed my bowl, I took my
school bag and left straight away. After school was over in the afternoon I hung around in the school-yard or in
the street where people were playing hit-the-coin. At seven o’lock I would go home, and at eight I would be at the
movies, watching a Chinese fIlm. If no one opened the door for me when I came back late at night, I would sleep
at someone else’ place.
I went on like that for three months. There were times when my grandmother glared at me when I went past.
That gesture showed that she was more disgusted with me than the phlegm she spat out of her mouth. When I
lifted the food cover, I could see that she was glaring at me as though she was cursing me quietly: “So you are
living like the devil; the authorities will have to teach you a lesson!”
In the past when I was despised and rejected, I stood up and walked away from the meal to protest against the
way I was so unjustly treated! But now I remained cool and nonchalandy ate each grain of rice, carefully picked
up each piece of vegetable, and slowly sipped the soup to annoy my grandmother.
On the days when there wasn’t enough food, I went out to buy some minced pork rolls, brought them back and
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cut them into small pieces, and ate them noisily like the men who enjoy food with wine.
My grandmother was furious; she cursed me, but I only smiled back. When I saw that she was about to resort
to the whip, I ran away.
My aunt did not dare to scold me any more because once when she was going to use my mother’s name to
curse me, I pointed at her daughter and answered in a nasty way: “Her mother hasn’t been cursed by her father’s
family; why do you always curse my mother?”
I was pleased and proud that I had dealt with the cruelty of my grandmother and aunt with this contemptuous
provocation. I felt that was the appropriate revenge for the ill-treatment and humiliation I had recently suffered.
Anyway, my grandmother and aunt had to provide me with more adequate food than before, because they were
embarrassed that I had left the house many times and stayed away for a few days and remained healthy and happy
as usual.
Thanks to that taw with its sharp edge and my great talent for playing hit-the-coin, I was able to live a relaxed,
full life. I bought myself clothes, shoes, and hats; I could eat anything I wanted; when I went to the cinema or to a
soccer game, I didn’t have to sit in the cheapest seats any more.
I didn’t need to think about whether the influence of the life I lived as a vagabond was good or bad. I only
knew that I had to live like that, because I was left more miserable and hard up than a prisoner by the indifferent
nurturing I received from an old grandmother who gave all her love to my aunt and who considered my mother to
be a terrible object of shame for my father’s soul and the whole family line.
In the park, at the market, the wharf, the bus-stop, the football field, I shared my life with lost children from
the dregs of society. These children lived by petty occupations: selling papers, rice pudding, cakes, lollies, sundry
toys, carrying babies for busy mothers, collecting tennis balls, begging, or pilfering fish and vegetables. They
were always ragged, dirty, hungry, and cold. Whenever they were able to make some money, they would squander
it. They’d eat anything without worrying about how much it cost, and gamble without regretting their losses. In
their ill-treated lives, it was as though they had to have some passion to carry them away and lose themselves in
debauchery as a consolation. But each mischievous, dishonest, or wicked personality was the result of a family’s
degradation; of a father who gambled, drank, and smoked opium until he was worn out, or of a mother who was
ignorant and too vulgar or suffered a physical handicap at the end of a life of dark labor, oppression, and
exploitation. Such personalities could also result from the tragic, slow death of a mother who is gradually
strangled by a system of slavery, and is born only to a life of resignation, shame, and suffering.
I shared my life with that group of wayward, uneducated children. Mixing with those wily urchins, I used
those games of hit-the-coin to plunder the naïve ones whose experience had not yet taught them really dirty tricks.
Once, I tapped the shoulder of a young friend who was lying sprawled out on a grassy field, puffing a cigarette:
“Come on, why don’t you pay him for the tea? It’s only a few sous.”
He ignored a little boy of nine or ten who was standing crestfallen and crying nearby. The boy was carrying a
teapot with a hemp cover in one hand, and a few earthenware bowls in the other. My friend pursed his lips and
replied: “Damn him, he has to pay for his naïveté; that will open his eyes.”
On a previous occasion, he had kicked another small boy in the kidneys and left him fainting in a vacant piece
of ground beside a house. Running away, he panted: “Have you seen enough?”
I didn’t answer, because as I ran away with him I didn’t have the strength to reply. I was also choked with fear.
Now and then, I looked back to see if anyone was chasing us. Then, for over a month, I didn’t dare to go past the
street in which that little boy lived. I was afraid his parents would mistakenly think that I was the vicious boy who
had beaten their child to take revenge for not being able to come into the courtyard to look for a lost taw.
Under the bad influence of my little band of nondescript friends, my mind was gradually filled with daring
risky ideas. I always bore a grudge or was jealous of someone, I wanted to spurn them or longed for revenge. The
chaos in my heart and mind prevented me from sitting still in one spot. If I wasn't playing hit-the-coin at school,
then I was kicking a football or playing some dangerous game. In class, I was always talkative and finding ways
to pester my shy friends. After school, especially on holidays, I wasn’t at home for five minutes. I had to be in a
crowd playing hit-the-coin, odds and evens, or cards. Whether it was raining or sunny, I went bareheaded,
spending hours looking for a game if the ones going on in my street were too small to interest me or there was
nothing happening at all.
In the care of loving parents, a youngster of thirteen or fourteen like me would have given a happy yell to see
his family buy him a bicycle, a toy car, or a toy gun, or rejoiced when he was taken out to visit unfamiliar places.
But me, my pleasure was that of an explorer who suddenly discovered a mine of precious gems when he saw a
dirty, ragged crowd of people jostling and cursing each other in the distance. Such a crowd immediately aroused
in my imagination thoughts of half-sou coins scattered on the ground, of red playing cards being thrown down and
discarded, of the metallic rustle of money in iron bowls.
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“Hong, come up here!”
My teacher was red in the face and shaking his index finger at me. I had just reached the teacher’s wooden
platform, when he stood straight up. His chair made a very long screeching sound on the floor as it was pushed
back hard into the wall. I folded my arms and waited, not knowing why I had been called out. Since school was
almost over for the day, all the class had left to do was to sit and listen to the marks for the weekly assignment of
each student.
My teacher jumped straight down on to the ground, jerked my chin up, and fixed a stare on me with his shining
eyes.
“You stay still, or you’ll be dead!”
Slap! Thump! Slap! Thump! I felt the back of his hand slap into my face with all the force of a wild animal.
Then another slap … and another … then several more.
My teacher had lost the color in his face. His eyes were like two marbles that flashed light from their green
veins. His square chin was pushed out like a coal miner’s shovel.
There was not a sound in the class. Each student held his breath.
I withdrew behind the blackboard and sat down on the floor. Rac! The ruler that had landed on my head hit the
ceiling.
My teacher yelled. He pushed me in the back with the heel of his shoe. But I had already fallen on the ground
with my body curled.
“Hong, come here!”
I stood up unsteadily, and, in a daze, I staggered in front of the platform.
“You are a villain!”
“I beg you, Sir, I don’t know anything.”
“Shut up! Shut up! You’re a thief! Shut up!”
The teacher went on in a very soft voice: “You are a villain. Here, let me ask you, what did you say when I was
about to read the marks?”
I stood motionless, thinking. No! I didn’t say anything impolite to offend the teacher. And at that moment I
wasn’t even making trouble. I hadn’t stuck my foot out to pull at the tunics of my friends or turned around asking
anyone for anything.
The teacher still glared at me. In order to remember what had happened, I had to control myself before his
threatening eyes in which the red veins were dilated. Suddenly an incident came to my mind. My friend sitting on
the left had tapped me on the shoulder and said: “Hong, look here.”
I didn’t want to watch him playing some trick under the table, and I raised my chin to reply: “Leave me out of
that.”
“Leave me out of that.” Good heavens! This is the way I usually spoke, and the teacher heard it when he said
to the class: “Everyone sit quietly and listen to me read the marks.”
*
Whenever school was in, I had to kneel down. This went on for four days; behind the blackboard at the foot of
the wall was the place I studied.
This study was not of a literary nature, but I realized in a way I would never forget that, although it was cruel,
the great shame and pain of the punishment was intended to correct the attitude of a bad boy and to eliminate his
mocking, wicked ways.
At times when I looked out, I saw clearly those uneasy intentions on the cold poker face of the teacher.
But he was mistaken! Contrary to what he thought, unusual punishments only further fired feelings of
indignation and resentment. What did I have to repent?
*
I was increasingly indignant to see my classmates becoming more distant from me every day. This included the
lazy loafers who used to quietly undermine the teacher, because they were often punished indiscriminately by
him. They seemed to be proud of themselves when they saw someone who was despised and degraded to a lower
position than them.
My heart shriveled each time I heard my classmates laughing hilariously because of a funny answer from a
student who was absent-minded or stupid. And in that gay atmosphere some of my classmates looked at me
cunningly as if they wanted to say: “Hong, come back to your place, and join us.”
But then one of my friends would ask me sarcastically during recess: “Hong, didn’t you feel like laughing
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then?”
Or they teased me with words of false consolation: “You’ve been kneeling since Monday, haven’t you? For
four days, poor you!”
Fortunately, the one who said that didn’t have an unlikeable appearance. But if he’d been cross-eyed, pockmarked, or had a harelip, I would have spontaneously hit him in the face.
*
It was not yet one o’clock on Saturday afternoon and I had arrived at school. Lying on the grass under both a
hibiscus bush and a big tree with my hands folded behind my head and my eyes half closed, I looked up at the
vastness of the crystal-blue sky.
Three years ago when I was in fourth grade, I used to come to school early like this. The cool shade of the
same hibiscus bush was thinner then; also the branches of the tree had been low enough for me to reach up and
pull down as I lay quietly to let my mind follow the fine white clouds dispersing gradually in one corner of the
sky.
The wind whistled softly, and, in the sunlight, butterflies fluttered on flowers.
During that time, the birds stopped singing. Only the noisy rustling of the yellow reeds on the other side of the
school-yard could be heard. It was as though the activity of a prosperous city had come to a stop.
That great silence blended very well into the thoughts of a pupil who was not yet ten and imagined himself to
be a general at the head of a Chinese army as it faced the terrible strength of the enemy’s attack.
I was that tiny general, tossing and turning, busy thinking of a way of trying to take the enemy citadel in a
corner of the school-yard. I wanted to save his brave entourage and capture provisions and weapons.
A sandy battlefield appeared in the imagination of that litde general. Resounding in his ears was the tumult of
battle, as the shock troops of two armies, all drunk on the essence of excitement, clashed in the fierce sunlight and
hot sand, stabbing and hacking at each other with hibiscus branches, With branches, and leaves of grass. Three
years ago … those days which were so full of exuberance are now over for ever! Although I had grown up a few
years, I still liked to play around, and still criticized or judged according to my feelings.
My eyes filled with tears. I tilted my face a little so that they would run down my cheeks. Salty liquid dripped
into my mouth. The bitterness of my grief and indignation became more and more intense. My eyes gradually
became dim behind a thick wet curtain of tears. Gasps built up in my throat.
I turned over and placed my face on my right arm. It had been five days since I had to kneel in class, and now I
really felt the pain as all my hopes of being let off the punishment had disappeared. That morning I waited at the
back door of the classroom for the teacher to arrive so that I could ask him to forgive me—I would accept I had
been wrong—and be allowed to go back to my seat. But he turned his head away, waited for a while, raised his
bottom jaw, and said: “I won’t change my mind! You can kneel in class or stay home; it’s up to you.”
So saying, he walked quickly into the classroom.
No! I couldn’t endure the humiliation any longer! Kneeling for five hours a day, I had thought that my knees
would get used to the pain. I didn’t suspect that on the fourth afternoon the pain would become unbearable. When
I heard the drum sound for recess, I stood up and had to massage my knees for a while to prevent myself from
staggering.
I resented and worried about the more than sixty days ahead in which I would have to kneel at the foot of the
stinking wall behind the reversible blackboard; the blackboard whose black color oppressed my mind hourly with
heavy feelings of weariness and boredom like the coat of tar that grips the door of the prison.
The piercing sound of the cicadas reached a higher and higher pitch. In the bright atmosphere of a summer
noon, the lively twittering of birds suddenly burst out intermittently as they flew from branch to branch in the big
shade trees above where I lay.
Unexpectedly, a gust of wind blew a coil of dust in my direction. I quickly shut my eyes. My eyelids blinked
closed as the tears spilled out. But when I opened my eyes wide, the veil of tears still clouded my eyes. I used my
sleeve to wipe them away.
Immediately sunlight flooded from the sky. I had the sensation that I could see thousands of flowers and
butterflies, fluttering in the golden dust and crystal light.
Another breeze. Then another breeze. The rustling in the clump of bitter fruit-trees, in the canopies of the big
trees, and in the reeds rose higher and higher.
The sky was brighter, deeper, and wider, wanting to draw people’s attention to its infinite horizons.
Suddenly, the second drum. One roll of sound reverberated, then died away.
A chill ran down my spine. I felt as though a thin steel hand had caressed the back of my head and neck, then
hooked its fingers in around my collar bone to drag me into the courtyard and the ranks of the school assembly. I
rose quickly and ran helter-skelter into the street.
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145.29 Two Sisters\fn{by Nguyen Thi Vinh (1924-

)}

Ha Dong, Ha Tay Province, Vietnam (F) 4

Shortly after the conflict between the Nationalists and Communists broke out, Dung received a letter from
Lam on the front.\fn{After 1945, a civil war developed in Vietnam between Vietnamese Nationalists, who sought independence from
France and an internal form of government based upon individuality and self-determinism, and Vietnamese Communists, who sought
independence from France and internally the dictatorship of an elite based upon Marxist-Leninism. } She never let Nhan see the

contents of the letter, but her younger sister noticed that whenever Dung had a chance, she took out the note and
read it to herself. This often happened as she was resting in the hammock with her baby, Nga. Once the baby was
asleep, Dung would scan the letter again in silence. Watching her sister closely, Nhan often saw her wipe the tears
from her eyes as she read, although once in a while she smiled
“Does it say when he’s coming to visit?” Nhan asked once. Dung only sighed softly and answered through
blinking eyes.
“Well, he hopes that in a few more days our side will take the city and he promised then he’d come home for a
while. But …”
She looked worried and frightened and took Lam’s letter from her pocket where she always kept it. Then, with
a halting voice, she read aloud one section for her sister. Although she knew it all by heart, she still followed each
word on the page carefully. She blushed faintly, because in his lines Lam called her em, a term of endearment, and
that was something he never did with her in public.
“If I should meet my fate here,” the letter read, “then do all you can to raise our child to take after me. But I
just say that. It won’t really happen, so don’t you worry, em. I promise that once we are inside the city, I will come
back to visit you and Nga.” At that point, Dung looked up, her eyes filled with tears.
“He’s right at the front,” she said, “with shells and bullets flying all around him! And he talks like that! He
might jinx himself …”
She never finished her thought. As she paused, the tears streamed down her cheeks. Meanwhile, Nhan was
sitting quietly, folding a piece of paper into a boat, then taking it apart, then folding it again several times. She
wished she could say something to make her sister feel better, but she could not think of anything. Even she was
upset and wanted to cry, partly for her older sister and partly for her own husband. A few months after Nhan had
given birth to a daughter, Tuan had gone on business to China and since then she had received no word from him.
One night when everyone was asleep, there suddenly came the sound of gunfire from the city. The two young
women awoke, startled. Then Nhan lay back in bed again, but Dung continued to sit up. In terror she spoke to her
younger sister.
“Oh, my God! I wonder which side is shooting like that! Do you feel the ground shake, Nhan?” When Nhan
did not answer, Dung became cross and scolded her.
“You! With all that noise from the guns, how can you sleep like nothing’s happening?”
Just as she finished speaking, another, more frightening, report was heard. Dung threw off her covers and
picked up her baby.
“Nga! Wake up, little one! Out there now, there are so many people fighting, some hiding in the water to fight
the Communists! And we are here where it’s safe! How can we sleep?”
Meanwhile, Nhan did not get up. She opened her eyes to look at her sister. The lamp on the family altar burned
low and its glow through the mosquito net shed light on Dung. The older sister sat with her baby in her arms like a
shadow. The child was asleep, as the mother mumbled prayers, her voice soft, but trembling and warm.
“Oh, God! Oh, Buddha! Let our army win! Let no one die! Oh, God! Oh, Buddha! Let our side win and no one
die!”
Nhan had never thought that the war could change her sister so much. Previously, Dung had complained
whenever she caught Lam doing work for the people or reading a book on politics. Sometimes she even lost her
temper.
“What kind of man pays no attention to making a living but spends all his time doing things that get him
nowhere? ‘Neglect your own home, but run your uncle’s affairs!’”
Usually, Lam just smiled in reply and set forth noble reasons why he did as he did, but his wife did not
understand The more he talked, the more she thought he was crazy and the angrier she became.
Now it was entirely different From the time they moved from the war zone to safety, Dung never blamed her
husband for not fleeing with her as other men had left with their families, packing up and moving everyone away.
She showed contempt for such men, declaring openly,
“Vietnam needs more men like Lam!”
She had nothing but praise for the soldiers and without knowing it served as an enthusiastic propagandist for
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the Nationalist cause in the fight against the Communists. Each day when she was not busy, Dung took her baby
out to the shrine. When she met people coming from the city along the village roads, she always stopped them and
asked,
“Say, aunt! Did our side win or lose?”
“We won! We had to! Soon we’ll take back the city!” Elated, Dung inquired further.
“And how about the South?”
“The South? Our brothers are fighting courageously and with spirit!”
Dung smiled proudly, thinking of Lam, second in command there. Then she said to whomever she met,
“Our side is fighting well! We’re going to take back the city!”
In a month a messenger came with the news that Lam had died on the front Dung wept so bitterly that
sometimes she nearly ceased breathing and fainted She had thought of the possibility of death before, but then
remembered her husband’s words:
“If I should meet my fate here, do all you can to raise our child to take after me.” And, too, she reflected,
“As for Nga, when I am gone, who will she stay with? Who will feed her? Who will bathe her? And who will
she sleep with?”
With thoughts such as these racing through her mind, Dung felt even more heartbroken and pitied her daughter.
She hugged the baby to her breast, pressing her cheek against the child’s, saying through tears,
“No, Mama won’t die! Mama will be with Nga and take care of you so you’ll grow up to be like your father.”
When Nhan saw how her older sister was suddenly widowed, she grew sad as if she herself had lost her
husband She mused that if Tuan were to return today to live with her, Dung would feel alone and tormented. Just
thinking about it upset Nhan. But she could not give up her longing to see her husband. Each time she went to
market or to another village, if walking on the long dikes she saw a man approaching from the distance, her heart
grew excited She hoped and dreamed it was Tuan, who, perhaps seeing the country was in a state of disorder and
worrying about his wife and child, had decided to come back to look for her.
“Oh, if I really did meet him! I’d probably fall into his arms and not be able to say a word!”
These happy dreams mixed with her hurt and made her cry. Dung knew that Nhan missed her husband, but she
never heard her younger sister mention Tuan’s name with her. Once, Dung came upon Nhan gazing intently at a
photograph of her husband. Hearing Dung approach, however, Nhan quickly put the picture away and turned from
her sister. But Dung could tell by her sister’s eyes that she had been crying. The older woman’s heart was stirred
and she did not know whether she should cry for herself or for Nhan.
In time the battlefield extended out into the countryside. An order came to the village to evacuate. The two
sisters had to take their small daughters to another village on the other side of the river. As their resources ran out,
they had to learn how to spin cotton thread in order to earn a living.
They stayed in a damp, drooping leaf hut that the evacuation committee had assigned them. On dark and rainy
days the two women sat on tattered mats and spun without ceasing. The swish of the spinning frame could be
heard mixed with the cold wind that made the raindrops fall from the trees outside.
And in the darkness, the two little children who were not being tended by their mothers cried. Nhan glanced at
her sister. On her ragged frame, Dung wore an old silk dress once embroidered with flowers and now dyed brown.
On top of that she had on Lam’s old black waistcoat. Her tousled hair was held loosely by a scarf. Her face had
become terribly gaunt, the flesh pale and the eyes sad. Perhaps she was remembering the old days when she still
lived with Lam.
Nhan felt very sorry for her older sister. She did not weep, but felt a heaviness in her breast. Every once in a
while she sat up and took a deep breath, concealing the sobs that she did not want Dung to hear.
Although the two sisters were far from the front, the echo of the big guns from the city still reached them. At
night when all was quiet, the firing seemed even closer and more intense and terrifying. But Dung no longer sat
up in horror when she heard it. Instead, she simply turned over and sighed.
Neither was Nhan able to sleep. Sometimes she recalled the day Tuan left—she remembered how he had held
her hand tightly and kissed their daughter on the forehead before getting into the car. Just thinking about those
few gestures made her excited Many people on the road had met with misfortune, she knew, and such thoughts
worried her.
Outside, the wind rose in gusts, slipping past the panel in the doorway and the cracks in the walls and seeping
cold into the two sisters.
*
One day as Nhan was taking her thread to the market, she ran into Kim, the wife of one of Tuan’s comrades.
Kim said that there was someone in the town watching their house. Beside that, a market had opened at Lakeside.
The streets were dotted with residents now. And, most importantly, a small number of people were now returning
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from China.
Nhan became so ecstatic at the news that her face flushed She took Kim’s hand and asked her again and again
about the situation. Perhaps Tuan was not far from there now. Before leaving, Nhan made her friend promise that
if ever she decided to go to the city she should let Nhan come along.
Then Nhan wasted no time in selling her thread. The string she and her sister made was fine and even, but one
customer insisted on inspecting it closely and then haggled over the price. In agitation, Nhan grabbed the spool
from her, shouting,
“I told you it was good thread! If you don’t want it, I’ll sell it to somebody else! Don’t take up all my time
looking at it!” And she dashed off, leaving the customer gaping and mumbling to herself.
Nhan came upon a merchant she knew. She engaged the woman in a brief exchange, then agreed to sell the
thread at once, even though she knew she was losing more than a piaster in the deal. The merchant counted the
money to herself, then placed the bills one by one in Nhan’s hands, recounting them carefully.
“One, two …”
Nhan grimaced. The merchant only smiled.
“Three, four …”
After counting out the last bill and placing it hard in Nhan’s hand, the merchant held out both her empty hands,
grinning.
“That’s all! Is it enough?”
Nhan did not answer, but rushed off. Her only wish was to get home and tell Dung what she had heard.
It was nearly noon when she arrived back home. The children were napping and Dung was outside at the
spinning frame. Nhan hesitated when she saw the sadness in her sister’s face. Finally, she pressed on and told
Dung all she had heard. She asked Dung what she thought of going to the city.
Dung continued to draw the thread in silence. When Nhan had finished speaking, the older sister stopped her
work and, taking a rag from atop a basket of thread, wiped the tears from her eyes.
“I’m not going!”
“Why not?”
“Lam was killed there.”
Then Dung broke into sobs. Nhan’s eyes, too, grew damp.
“All right,” she said. “Then I won’t go either.”
“Go and take your daughter. Who knows Tuan isn’t there now?”
“How about you?”
“Me?”
Dung said no more and her hand worked faster on the spinning wheel.
A few days later, Kim came to see them. She suggested that if they planned on going with her to the city, they
should be ready to set out at the beginning of the following month. But they had to keep it a secret, lest something
should interfere. Taken aback by such short notice, Nhan looked at Kim, then at her sister.
“Today is the twenty-eighth,” said Dung and she turned sadly to watch the sparrows glide from the areca palm
down to the water cistern.
“Well, Dung,” said Nhan, “there’s only a few days now.”
“Take the baby up first and see.”
“This isn’t just to see,” Kim interjected. “There’s a lot of people living up there already. It’s better to go now. If
we’re lucky, some of our belongings are still in the house. If we’re too late, everything will be gone!”
Dung did not share these thoughts. She had lost everything in the city when she had lost Lam. What use was it
now to talk of property and home? Although she did not say this openly, Nhan could read her sister’s mind. She
tried to think of some way to convince Dung to go along with her.
Kim stood up to leave.
“If you both decide to go, then the day after tomorrow we’ll go to my home at Cu Da and wait for the person
who will take us the rest of the way.”
“The day after tomorrow!” cried Nhan. Then she looked again at Dung.
“Well?” The older sister did not reply, but turned toward Kim.
“Okay, you go home. I will tell my sister to get ready to go with you.”
“So you aren’t going?” Kim asked.
“No. I’m staying here.”
“You’re crazy!” her friend cried. “I’m telling you like a sister”—and she lowered her voice—“if it was
anybody else, I wouldn’t have said anything.”
“Thank you. Let my sister and the baby go and see.” After seeing Kim out, Dung came back inside.
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“You go and take a look and see what’s there,” she told Nhan. “And send word to me. Now, how are you going
to take everything with you?”
“But how can you stay here by yourself!”
“It’s all right. Whether I’m here or there, what’s the difference?”
Although she said this, Dung felt her stomach tighten. She thought of when Nhan would be gone leaving only
her and Nga. Trying to push it out of her mind, she went back to her spinning. But in a moment she stopped. Her
heart just was not in her work. And what was the use of spinning? In two days Nhan would go away. Dung felt the
hurt. The lowering sky promised rain. The young woman did not know if she were awake or asleep. She hoped it
was all a dream.
That night, both sisters slept fitfully. Sometimes Nhan lay still and listened to Dung toss and turn. Even at that
time Nhan was unsure if she ought to leave or not. She wanted to see her husband and she loved her sister. Both
ways pulled at her. At one moment she would make up her mind to go, then the next moment to stay, her thoughts
stirring in different directions. But finally she fell asleep.
She had only one dream that night. She dreamed she saw her husband and it seemed that Dung was there too.
*
All that Nhan was to take was packed neatly in a small brown bag that Dung had made for her. The two
women were in turmoil not wishing to part from each other a single step, their minds on the next day when they
would be separated. At breakfast, Dung said,
“There’s just this meal and this evening’s. Tomorrow you’ll be leaving early and won’t have time to eat.”
Hearing her older sister talk like this, Nhan began to cry. She bent down to feed her baby, wiping her tears
away with her sleeve.
That night, they talked forever. As day broke, Nhan noticed her sister’s eyes were red and swollen. Dung said
nothing. Nhan told her to move to the countryside and wait for word from her, then come up to the city.
A little later, someone from Kim’s house came to get her. Dung watched her sister go away. As Nhan passed
through the gate, she looked back to see Dung standing cold and stiff as a statue. She wept and walked faster,
knowing that if she watched her sister too long she would not have the courage to continue.
Dung was still standing like that even after Nhan was long out of sight. She remained in that position until she
heard Nga wake and cry,
“Mama!” Then, as if suddenly awakening, she turned inside, picked up her child and said in soft breaths,
“Ah, now Aunt Nhan who used to hold you is gone!”
The night lamp still burned. She glanced at the bed where Nhan had lain the night before. Scattered on the
coarse and dirty mat were some of the things Nhan had left behind A blouse that Nhan had changed just before
she left lay on the pillow that yet bore an indentation where her head had lain. Dung gaped at these remnants of
her sister lovingly, even at the wooden shoes on the floor and the red and green plastic toy that Nhan’s baby had
thrown in a corner.
“Ah, but Aunt Nhan who used to hold you is gone now,” Dung repeated.
She hugged her baby to her breast and cried the way she had the day she learned Lam had been killed.
*
Five months later, Nhan learned that Dung had moved to Gie ferry landing shortly after her sister’s departure.
The older sister was growing thinner every day.
As for Nhan, she looked all over for Tuan, but did not find him Later an acquaintance delivered a letter from
Tuan in China. It read,
… In this stage, there are more duties for me. Take care of the baby and wait for my return. That day our country will
be totally independent. The Communists will have been eliminated. …

After reading this, Nhan could not help but shudder, since it reminded her of Lam’s letter to Dung before.
Thinking of her sister, Nhan wanted either to bring her to the city or go back and live with her, but now the
road was blocked. She often berated herself for listening to false information, running up to Hanoi and leaving her
sister alone. She felt she had done Dung a terrible wrong.
And then, in the winter of the following year, someone from the countryside told Nhan that the village had
been bombed right behind the village hall near their house. Dung had been in the yard at the time and was
knocked unconscious by the explosion. She lay in a coma for three days before breathing her last.
The person telling the story seemed rather surprised when Nhan did not shed a tear at the news of her sister’s
death. But how could he know how often Nhan had wept thinking of Dung, haggard and worn in an old red silk
dress and a black waistcoat, a scarf tying the hair out of her face, Dung standing outside watching Nhan until she
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was gone …
“Oh, sister!” cried Nhan. “Who would have thought that day would be our final farewell?”
59.54 Dresses, Dresses\fn{by Linh Bao aka Vo-Thi Dieu-Van (1926-

)}

Hue, Thua Thien Province, Vietnam (F) 4

In those days the most prized piece of clothing in our family was a tunic made of dark silk “bestowed upon us
by His Majesty, the Emperor.”\fn{ Apparently Bao Dai (1913- ) is meant. He was the last Emperor of the Neo-Nguyen Dynasty
(1802-1945), and ruled from 1926-1945.} My father was a minor functionary at the time, a paper-shuffler, a pencilpusher, really: and my mother was engaged in a kind of informal antique business. She also had a second occupation that was quite extraordinary: armed with a camera, she made occasional forays into the Imperial Palace
where she took pictures of the Royal Highnesses and Court Ladies!
As I said, my mother was an antique dealer. It was a leisurely profession. She would dress nicely, impeccably
in fact, and, after rubbing her hair with coconut oil until it glistened like a black mirror, she would carefully part it
straight down the middle and do it up. When she was satisfied with her appearance she would go to call on the
noble ladies. She would regale them with stories and gossip; the ladies, invariably delighted, would respond in
kind. In the course of the conversation, my mother would take all the information she needed: who wanted to sell
or buy what, when and for how much. Then all she had to do was summon our rickshaw man, make a few leisurely trips here and there, and everyone—buyer and seller alike—would be happy:
Some fifty-plus years ago, photography was still a great novelty, especially for the court ladies, those assorted
imperial favorites who were not free to go into town and walk around like other mortals. The ladies loved and
needed my mother. Imagine one of these creatures, a second- or third-rank consort who had not even seen the
Emperor’s “dragon face” in years, and who now owned, thanks to my mother’s photographic hocus-pocus, a print
that showed her sitting proudly on an elaborately carved chair with who else but His Majesty himself beside her,
one arm around the higk-backed chair as though he were tenderly embracing her shoulders. My mother was very
clever with photomontage. The ladies paid dearly for her skill. Of course, cold cash meant nothing to these fading
beauties who, from the time of their selection and introduction into the palace until advanced age, even death,
might well remain virgins! Her photographs in some way assuaged the craving for fame and glory inculcated in
the ladies when they were girls.
Among my mother’s customers, unbelievable as it may sound, was the Empress Dowager herself! Her son, the
Emperor, was still very young and was studying abroad. A widow, the Empress lived alone in her palace
surrounded by retainers and luxuries, and she spent her days playing cards in the company of flatterers and
sycophattts. Though hardly destitute, she broke all records as a “borrower” of money, borrowing without paying
back of course. Probably she considered it everyone’s duty to serve her by supplying her with cash for her card
games.
True, she never forgot to soften the blow of her avarice by telling people in the most cunning, veiled way that
they would be more than repaid once the young Emperor returned. I don’t know if my mother unwittingly became
one of Her Imperial Majesty’s victims, but even if we had known, as children we would have had absolutely no
say in the matter.
At that time, each of my four sisters owned a heavy gold necklace, which often traveled a very definite route
several times a month from our house to that of Mrs. X—a very rich ladies’ pawnbroker in town. Whenever my
mother got hold of a substantial amount of cash, she would bring the necklaces home and, lo and behold, an order
would arrive from Her Majesty that she “wished to accept grateful loans” from one of her favorite subjects.
Thereupon our four gold necklaces would take off again for the deep coffers of Mrs. X. At least the necklaces
were fortunate in that their journeys were round-trip, while the money that arrived from pawning them went only
one way. Once the money passed from my mother’s hands to Her Majesty’s, it disappeared—who knew where—
without a trace.
This was not all. Once in a while, Her Majesty deigned to descend upon our modest dwelling in the suburbs. I
use the word “modest” not to be delicate, but as a realistic description. Our house was a simple bamboo-andthatch cottage, which stood smack in the middle of an immense cemetery, about two miles from Hue. My parents
had the house built there upon doctor’s orders. My father had weak lungs and needed to live in a place where
there was plenty of fresh air and lots of pine trees. Our modest dwelling sheltered at various times many prized
objects, from antique furniture to expensive jewelry and assorted bric-a-brac. Not that any of these items belonged
to us. Their owners were court ladies out of cash, who left them with my mother in the hope that she would find
buyers. Of course the ladies had the greatest confidence in my mother’s discretion: They were willing to part with
their treasures for a price, but only if they could save face as well. And my mother certainly lived up to their trust.
The steep, winding road that led to our cottage was flanked on both sides by groves of pines. Once in a while a
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guard of the imperial household, dressed in conical hat, red coat, and yellow leggings, would painfully haul a lacquered vermilion and gold rickshaw up our hill. Close on his heels would be two girls in their mid-teens, wearing
headbands and tunics of a rich, flaming yellow, their black hair flapping about their shoulders. Oee girl always
carried the Empress’s chewing paraphernalia—a box of betel and areca nuts in one hand, a silver spittoon in the
other—while the second girl clutched a fan made of enormous feathers. Once in a while this one would rush back
to the rickshaw, raise the fan with both hands, and flap it into the vehicle. Then she would resume her place next
to the first girl. That was how Her Imperial Majesty, the Empress Dowager, made her way from the Forbidden
City to our humble abode, some two miles distant.
When she arrived, Her Majesty would install herself upon the mother-of-pearl-encrusted platform that occupied the exact center of our house. Her two attendants stood guard, one fanning her, the other filling her teacup.
Thus ensconced, sbe would leisurely cast her eyes about the house, admiring whatever we had of value at the moment. Naturally, when Her Imperial Majesty left, a few of these objects would leave, following her back to the
palace. As she departed, Her Majesty would bestow a few kindly words upon my mother:
“Now, my good woman, do keep a record of these vases we are taking today. Also that bonsai with jade leaves
and gold branches. You’ll be paid handsomely, we assure you. And about that carved sofa with the mother-ofpearl designs, we would like to borrow it for a while. Tomorrow some men will come to bring it to the palace.”
My mother could only agree and swallow her tears. We all knew that, just like those beautiful young virgins,
once a prized object—be it porcelain vase or teak chair—was “introduced to the palace,” its fate was clear: gone
forever. And actually those inanimate beauties had an even worse fate than the imperial concubines, for once the
ladies reached a certain age that rendered them no longer attractive to the august imperial eye, they were
customarily allowed to return to their native villages, while those other precious objects, gaining more value with
age, never came back.
And so, life went on. My father went to work at his office, shuffling papers day in and day out, while my
mother sold antiques and concocted pictures for the ladies. We always suspected that most of what she managed
to make never helped bring us up at all, but went to support Her Majesty’s bad habits.
One day, whether Her Majesty’s conscience suddenly bothered her or she became fearful that all her accumulated debts in this life would turn into something much more terrible in the next, as the Buddhist scriptures taught,
whatever the reason (and we were never sure) Her Majesty began to lavish praise on my mother and proceeded to
honor her by bestowing on her and my family a most rare present: an old tunic that had belonged to the Child
Emperor.
It was a black silk tunic lined with extremely thin yellow silk. I still remember that it smelled of mothballs and
some other indefinable, but noble, fragrance.
My mother carried that tunic home like a proud peacock. No doubt her delight resembled that of the neglected
beauties hidden deep in the Forbidden City who clutched their photos with the Emperor; each knew that what she
possessed was an illusion; yet each was perfectly willing to fool herself to assuage some vanity and pride.
The imperial tunic was given to my oldest sister. Several times a year, on special occasions such as New
Year’s, it was taken out and “draped” over my sister’s tiny frame for a few hours; then it was removed, carefully
folded, and returned to the heavy family trupk.
Time passed, and the tunic, at first so large on my oldest sister, became smaller and smaller until she could no
longer wear it; then it was passed on to the second daughter, and so on down the line. You might say the tunic was
taken out to be aired on our backs a few times a year. Finally it was my turn. I was number seven in the line of
recipients. It was on Tet, New Year’s Day, when, with great solemnity, my mother told me to push my hands and
arms through the tunic’s sleeves. But, alas, the tunic had become so worn and fragile it disintegrated in our hands
and there was not much left to return to the coffer.
I cried my heart out that New Year’s Day. I cried all morning. I thought then that I was crying because my luck
had run out on the day when it was my turn to wear the beautiful imperial tunic. Now I realize I was crying for my
mother’s illusion, nurtured over the years, that one day she would be generously repaid for all her pains.
That same year the young monarch returned home to his throne, but instead of dipping into the imperial coffers
to repay her debts as she’d promised, the Empress Dowager disappeared. Word got around that she was forbidden to see any of those who had helped her out while her son was away:
At the celebration after the birth of the eleventh child in my family, someone presented my mother with a bolt
of gorgeous pastel rose satin. Before we knew it, my mother was announcing that sisters six, seven, eight, and
nine would each receive a new tunic made from the bolt of satin. We could scarcely wait for the next important
occasion in order to be allowed to wear those luxurious, shiny garments that were so cool to the touch. Then, my
paternal grandfather decided to pass away. I saw my parents cry, and my brothers and sisters cry, so I cried too. In
reality I was crying for those pink satin tunics that we were never going to wear. For there was a “great mourn221

ing” in the family, and my mother went and had those four new tunics dyed. As it turned out, someone botched
the job, and the tunics turned out to be neither green nor blue. My father called the hue “autumn-withered cabbage
pickle.” Imagine a cubist painting as clothing. Patches and streaks of all shades were piled pell-mell. Still, we all
said that we loved them, just to please our mother.
Gamely, we bore the pain of the awful tunics, and they did their best to withstand our brutality. We wore them
and we rolled on the ground. We crushed them into balls and tossed them around. By the time they were truly
worn out, the period of mourning had ended.
Once more, a friend of my mother’s sent from Saigon a few yards of pink satin. Thinking the color too bright
and immodest for a lady of her station, my mother once again had tunics made for the four of us. The new tunics
turned out to be both too long and too wide, and, as soon as they were delivered by the seamstress, were put away
for an auspicious day when we would be allowed to try them out. Occasionally, I would sneak into the room
where the big coffer stood and open the lid. I would fish out a tunic and press it against my cheek. It would feel
cool and smooth against my face. Sometimes I would drape it over my small body and sniff the faint odor of
mothballs with delight. That “auspicious” day never arrived, however, when we could officially wear our pink
tunics, for then one of my uncles died. Although this time we did not have to pass through a “great mourning,” my
mother still decreed that we had to be in mourning. So once again we wept for the beautiful tunics that had to be
dyed—what else?—to cabbage-pickle hues.
By this time, my father had advanced considerably up the career ladder, so my mother abandoned her antique
business. She also stopped taking photographs of the court ladies and doctoring them up. Perhaps to teach us that
frugality was still important in our new affluence, each of us received a clay piggy bank. However, each year for
the next few our little pigs were methodically slaughtered in the name of contributions for the boys’ school
clothes. Of course, we girls understood when it came to the needs of the family and took it in stride. My mother
was so pleased by our generosity that she promised us we could have our brothers’ tunics when they outgrew
them.
Years passed. By the time those second rose tunics, which had been dyed upon Uncle’s death, had been worn
to nothing, we were entering puberty. Although we had already reached the age of blushing, we had for street
clothes our brothers’ tunics which were made of stiff, black cotton. We begged our mother in unison to buy us
new, really nice tunics. But she said,
“Look here, girls! We still have plenty of tunics from your brothers. They’re strong and durable. Besides, don’t
you realize that what you’re demanding is expensive? When I was your age, all I had was a cotton tunic. And look
at all the gorgeous things you kids have had. Remember His Majesty’s tunic, and those rose satin ones—”
“Which,” I added to prod my mother’s memory, “were dyed the color of autumn pickles.”
“Autumn, winter, whatever, but never mind about that.” My youngest sister chimed in.
“But Mother, the last time we had anything made was four years ago!”
“My, my,” my mother said, “you know nothing about frugality and economy. I can see that! When I was your
age I had only one tunic, and a cotton one at that. And that’s why this family is so well off today.”
Sister number nine piped up,
“Yes, we know all that, Mother. But you were the daughter of a district chief, and your father wasn’t alive,
while we are daughters of a province chief—”
“Ladies!” my mother said. “Remember who you are talking to and mind your manners!”
“Ohhh,” we wailed. “You don’t care a thing about us. You only love our biggest sister, Hong. Now that she’s
married and gone you can’t even eat or sleep because you miss her. Whenever she comes home and asks you for
money, right away you go and take our little pigs and you—”
“All right, all right. That’s enough for now. You’ll get your new clothes.”
Our mother didn’t like that we complained about the unequal treatment we received. Our married sister, Hong,
came once a month and each time there was a big brouhaha. Her visits turned the household topsy-turvy. Just to
see to her needs drove everyone to distraction. On the one hand, she was a spendthrift and tipped the servants
royally. And she treated us to unforgettable feasts. Often she would call in one of those traveling food sellers who
would serve us delicious pastries right on our front steps. The only thing we held against her was her nasty habit
of breaking our bamboo savings boxes. Once she discovered that we were keeping them for our dowries (that’s
what Mother told her) she plundered them at each visit. She rationalized this by telling us that we were investing
in her tailoring shop, with, of course, our mother’s blessing. But when she got married and sold the shop, we
didn’t get any of our “investment” back and we decided that our sister had been in the red all along.
But to return to the subject of the new tunics. At last our mother kept her word. Somehow she managed to extricate a bolt of pale yellow silk from the bottom of the old trunk and summoned a soldier who had been a tailor in
my father’s service.
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“Be sure to cut them extra big,” she ordered him. “Leave lots of room, you hear. We like them cool and
comfortable.” We were already grown girls and we cordially detested roomy tunics that made us look as if we
were swimming upright in them. “Cut them long, too, will you?” my mother said. But behind Mother’s back we
signaled that we wanted the dresses tight
Once the dresses were ready and we tried them on, we laughed and cried. They were long all right, so long
they touched our heels. And they were also tight, so tight we looked like sausages. We couldn’t even bend our
elbows. So we had to cut open the sleeves and add pieces to the armpits. But we did wear those tunics; after all,
they were much better than those faded and worn, black hand-me-downs from our brothers.
What followed our pale yellow silk “sausage dresses” were some more made from rationed materials. The war
was on and fabric was parceled out by the authorities. Only the most tasteless prints were available. In these
outrageous patterns we looked like curtains, or worse yet, walking sofas, walking cheap sofas. Yet we braved the
situation and wore our gaudy tunics with no visible embarrassment.
Somehow or other, life finally became a little easier. My oldest sister was doing fine. Once in a while she
would send us boxes of clothes she no longer wanted. I remember there were one or two practically brand-new
tunics. Sister Number Six picked the red one and I settled for the blue. We wore them on special occasions, like
when we went downtown, and we simply ignored our friends’ comments like, “The colors clash,” or that we
looked like “beauty queens in a picture” or didn’t we “notice the weather” and so on. We ignored them. Of course
we had no choice.
It was just like my mother to let others take advantage of her while she and her children did without. Thinking
back, perhaps she herself never really had a decent dress.
Later, when I began to lead my own life—not very successfully—I tried to skimp a bit here and there. I was
living in Hong Kong then and at the end of each year I would send my mother enough silk brocade for ten
dresses. I was counting on the worst: Out of those ten, she might give away, sell, or whatever, at most nine dresses, so there would be at least enough left for her to have one dress made for herself. I was happy thinking that.
Then one day I received a telegram telling me that my mother was critically ill. I flew home immediately,
carrying enough brocade for ten new dresses. She died while I was there. I went through her clothes picking out
something to bury her in but found no dress made from the silk brocade I had sent earlier.
I remembered what a friend had said to me once:
“Face it, my dear. You’ve had it! No more dreams!”
She had said it, of course, out of love and friendship … I had failed miserably at marriage and only returned
from abroad in time to see my mother dying. Two failures! But didn’t she understand I could still dream?
After my mother was buried next to my father, I returned to Hong Kong. By this time, I had all the money I
wanted for fancy clothes, but the excitement was gone. I couldn’t recapture those delirious emotions I had felt as a
child of twelve when I crept into my mother’s room and opened the huge trunk to caress those pink satin tunics
that were ours and waiting for us.
I remembered what my father had said after our grandfather had died.
“When children are young they don’t understand things; they think their parents are hard on them, saying they
can’t do this and have that. It’s not until they grow up and have families of their own that they understand their
parents and really love them. And then when they want to show their gratitude, their parents have already passed
away.”
My father repeated that over and over and each time he said it, he couldn’t hold back his tears.
I am now a middle-aged woman. In the process of growing older I have acquired a funny habit. Whenever I am
in town and see beautiful fabric, yards of gorgeous hues and costly designs, I can feel myself falling into a trance.
I spend a fortune on silks and brocades, enough for ten dresses, only to awake after the spree and remember that
my mother is no longer in this life.
249.219 Excerpt from So Long As There Are Women\fn{by Elula Perrin (1929-2003)} Hanoi, Hanoi Capital Region,
Vietnam (F) 4
1
Outside the Katmandou, the women’s discotheque that I run in Paris, a taxi driver picked up one of my regular
customers, to take her to her suburban home. Not a word was exchanged between them on the entire trip.\fn{The
text consists of this introduction to her book and its conclusion, separated by a “2”:H}
My pretty customer was ill-at-ease. But why?
Once he had dropped her at her door on a dark Street on the outskirts of Choisy-le-Roi, collected his tip,
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and closed the car door, the driver, safe within his little cab, leaned out and yelled at her,
“You dirty dyke!”
On his way back to town he may even have stopped to disinfect the back seat, for it had been polluted by “our
kind.” A body he would never get to touch, thighs he would never get between, had soiled the immaculate back
seat of his cab. Sure, the lesbian’s money was good, but during the whole trip her presence was driving him out of
his mind—his dirty little cocksman’s mind.
Many of my customers get insulted that way—Isabelle was just one more on the list.
Is this the voice of a tolerant society? Is this what sexual liberation amounts to?
“Dirty little dyke!”
“Hey, there, butch!”
“Look at the cunt-lovers!”
“Go at it—down and dirty—you bitches!”
Can any one of us say that she has never been greeted with that kind of catcall? I doubt it. That’s the way we're
treated. Or rather: the way we’re mistreated.
Should we bow our heads and be silent? Should we just take it and go our way? Never!
But, then what? Shout? Strike back? Turn our bras into slingshots and take aim at the males?
No, I think it’s better to gnaw away at the problem patiently, eschewing rage or violence. As Madeleine says so well,
in the first chapter of this book:
First of all, we have to make men understand we are no loss to them, because they never did have any chance of
winning; that we are wholly and permanently alien to them; that, so long as there are women, there will be women who
prefer women.
Maybe it’s because I’m one-quarter Vietnamese that I prefer smiling and waiting patiently, even when my heart
is filled with rage. I think that persuasion is not accomplished through aggression, and that the constant drip of
water will finally wear away the mountain, just as those thousands of patient little Asians, plodding along on foot,
finally won out at Dien Bien Phu. Kate Millett, in Flying, writes:
Lesbian … No word more terrifying, in my mother’s mouth it is a snake hissing, Lesbian, intake of breath the unspeakable
word.

But, Ms. Millett, it doesn’t make me hold my breath. It isn’t my lesbianism that causes me to be a feminist.
There are some women who become lesbians—that is, who begin sleeping with other women—for the same
reason the National Liberation Front girls planted bombs in Algerian movie houses: out of political conviction, in
order to make their protest meaningful through a decisive gesture.
But this is not necessary, either for women or for lesbians. On the contrary, I am convinced, it is disastrous. They
give the world a totally false image of the lesbian, and they presume to speak in our name—but they are bisexuals,
nothing but lesbians of opportunity, ostentatious and indecorous lesbians at best. And we are assumed to be like them,
in filthy jeans and rumpled shirts, with flopping breasts and greasy hair. Once they have “become lesbians,” they are
relieved to think they will never again have to wear pretty clothes or curl their hair. Nonsense!
They come on strong, yelling at the opposition or slugging it out, as tough as karate black belts. Nonsense!
Even though the society we live in is patriarchal, conservative, withdrawn, monolithic, and repulsive to us as
women, and even more so to us as lesbians, I think it is preferable for us to put up with it, to the extent that it
allows us to live.
True, most men may be macho, cock-happy jocks, stubborn, narrow-minded, self-satisfied, and egocentric, yet
I believe there are some tolerant ones among them, especially among the young. I think that eighteen-year-old lesbians will have a better chance than we did to live in a society in which they’re no longer considered abnormal,
but only of a different sexual preference.
Thank God (who else is there to thank?), the infamous yellow Star of David has been done away with, and
blacks can now sit anywhere on the bus alongside white Americans. Maybe some day we lesbians will no longer
be branded on our foreheads, molded deep in our hearts, with the flaming scarlet letter P for pervert, pariah, or
other such epithets that society hurls at us—maybe then we will be seen for just the women we are, women to the
womanth degree, women who prefer hyperwomen, lesbians in a word, proudly sporting a capital L, as in Lesbian,
as in the love we have for another woman, this woman or that woman, the woman I love and the one who loves
me.
I’m not bellicose; I don’t fight. To be honest, I’m just flexing my muscles, trying to keep moving, just to live, live
and nothing more. We are not trying to be Superwomen, or less-than-women. We just want to be, no more and no less,
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no better and no worse than any other—woman or man—just to exist fully within our difference, to share it perhaps,
to fulfill it undoubtedly, and most surely to have it accepted.
The only task I have set myself—and I’ve no way of knowing whether I have the means or the strength necessary to carry it out—is to try to help my sisters in passion get over the wall that separates us from the rest of
womankind. Once that barrier is gone, once we have been recognized as full-fledged women, we will be able to
take our places in the front line alongside feminists like Gisèle Halimi or Benoîte Groult, alongside those
pasionarias who are fighting for legal abortions, equal pay for equal work, and, in a word, equal rights.
Only after we lesbians have been accepted for ourselves will we be able to take our place in the women’s
movement at large. That struggle is obviously our struggle, too, since it is the struggle of all women. But for the
moment, my energy has to go elsewhere, to try to get us out of the morass of questionable sexuality into which we
have been settled, shoved, and mired down.
*
I am often asked whether we are planning a separate lesbians’ protest movement.
But what would we protest? What would we demand? Demands have to have tangible aims, based on concrete
facts, to solve real problems.
Why would we want a separate lesbians’ movement? To get special rights for ourselves? To be assured of
certain privileges? The right to wear a pink star on our jacket lapels? The right to wear a little sailor hat with a
ribbon around it reading GAY WOMEN, instead of S.S. MACHO, or what have you?
But that would be foolish. If we were to create that kind of a movement, we’d set ourselves apart even further,
build ourselves a ghetto, carry ostracism to its highest degree.
Each one of us is a separate, individual case. A movement for our “rights” would make no sense, for no one
can deprive us of the right to be homosexual.
What bothers us is the snarling hatred of some, the outrageous hypocrisy of others, which we have to overcome in our families, our careers, and our social lives.
“Spitting on the lesbian is forbidden.”
A lot of good it would do us if that were made into a law! Our only demand is:
“Leave us the hell alone. Let us love whomever we please.”
But things are changing. Women see themselves less and less as being in competition with each other, more
and more as all being in the same boat. And we lesbians, whose hearts by their very nature go out to women, just
want to join the rest.
*
Why did I first spontaneously "come out" in print in Women Prefer Women? And what motivated me to do
it?
It was the fact that I was so irritated, so outraged, so upset, to see, to hear, to read things continually about
gay men, without ever seeing the slightest mention of any lesbian. I had been waiting. Like the rest of us, I
had been waiting for that woman writer, that fiery pamphleteer who might emerge as our spokeswoman, the
one who would make us known as we are, and get us accepted.
But nothing. Sisters Anne that all of us were, we could see nothing coming. We were the Arlésiennes of sex,
the girls with a guilty secret, the phantom tribe, the unknown, unknowable horde camping out, muddling through
the maze of emotions.
Green pastures for the straights, blue skies for the faggots; but for us, just the blank space of terra incognita.
Stop! Go no further! Beyond this line, there are only Amazons (those women who perhaps have not even one
breast!).
So I laid bare my heart, my sex, my sorrows and pleasures, my successes and defeats. I took this one woman
who loves women and allowed her to be examined by the curious and the interested.
Some understood this and took it for what it was worth. Others were not satisfied with it. My life was only one
life among many, and the tree was keeping them from seeing the forest. What about the others, all those others?
How had they come to be sexually inverted, how did they carry out their inversion, what did they make of it?
“You,” I was repeatedly told, “cannot be considered typical in any way. You were too lucky, life was too good
to you, your life is a bed of roses. But what about the others? How do they make out? How can they get by, living
as lesbians?” As Montesquieu wrote over 250 years ago,
“What, you are a Persian? How extraordinary! How can one be a Persian?”
People ask for additional examples. Let the others tell their stories; let them come out, too.
“You have no right to say you don’t like men, because you’ve only been intimate with one of them—but I’ve
lived with ten.”
“You didn’t want children? You wanted to be a sterile fig tree? Well, I have two kids of my own.”
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“It’s easy to be a lesbian when a person is comfortably situated the way you are. I have to work for a living,
and I have trouble making ends meet.”
“Lady Don Juan, you’ve spent your life loving beauty, and that’s all you can get excited about. I’m just
ordinary-looking, and have only loved ordinary-looking women, and yet my heart beats just as fast as yours.”
All of these remarks, from different sources, were relevant; the criticisms were apposite. I had to reply.
*
The several lives I am about to reveal are not mine; they were told to me, entrusted to me, with the care peo ple
show when they’re carrying a newborn babe or a very fragile vase: cautiously, at first, but with growing con fidence.
So, here they are, these lesbian sisters: so different, so diverse, yet all of their roads lead to the same Rome—
Woman.
What a steep, tortuous, difficult road it can be, you shall see for yourself. Some of them are old acquaintances or
friends. We have been following the same road for the past ten or twenty years, and their lives are as familiar to me
as my own.
Others just spontaneously wrote to me.
Those who wanted it that way, I have allowed to speak for themselves; you’ll hear their stories in their own
words. For the others, I’ll whisper to you what they confided to me or what I was able to gather as time and
opportunity allowed, as their lives unfolded.
What we have here is a landscape, a landscape of women of varied backgrounds, ages, and love relationships; we
have their tear-filled, joy-filled testimony, their tales of happiness and sadness, of pain and love.
First of all, there is Madeleine. She is a nurse at a hospital where she watches over 120 patients. She writes of
her life, her long life of unfulfilled desires, her life so charged with silence and fragility.
2
The circle is coming to a close: this landscape of women who prefer women, the heavy, gray clouds of
Madeleine, Beija Flor’s birdsong, the sorrows and passions, the hesitations and fears, the tenderness and the
violence. Happy or unhappy, blooming flowers or flowers faded forever, they are my friends, my sisters
These nine lives, or rather this one life with nine different voices which has just been sketched out, may make
some feel that hopelessness, wild but unrequited desire, instability, occasional suffering, unavoidable difficulties are
and will always be the fate of my sisters in lesbianism.
Who ever made the claim that we always lived in a valley of roses?
In order to experience the warmth of a body, the presence of the Other, that other woman we had not dared or not
been able to touch, a breath, a hand, how many of us did—for a night, a month, or a year—take refuge with some
man to whom we lent an inert body, an extinguished heart, a dried-up and much too lonely sex apparatus?
The permanent aggression of males—which conditions our entire lives since they rule them—forces us to make
our way through a lifetime marked off by penises that we no longer love or never have loved at all. Are lesbians
happy? Are these so-called perverse women satisfied in their skins? Can these allegedly vice-ridden creatures be
blossoming, bursting with joy?
Alas, no!
Ourlife is a narrow one, continually marred by obstacles. So how could we possibly blossom in a society that gags
us, keeps us off to the side, sells us at the pornocrats’ auction, points fingers at us? Those lesbians must be in a tiny
minority who have had the good luck to have an understanding and open-minded husband or family, and a job in
which homosexuality is not a handicap.
Yet, happy lesbians do certainly exist. They are the hidden part of the picture, of which I have so far scarcely
sketched the outlines. At twenty, Ginette, a clerk in the French postal service in the small town of Romorantin,
met Josette, who worked in a hardware store. That was thirty years ago, and they’re still living together, still in
Romorantin. There’s nothing in that story to make a novel of, but it is quite enough to build a life upon.
Potential lesbians, lesbians at heart, are very numerous, perhaps much more numerous than the active lesbians.
But many of those who know that they are, who are fully aware of their own true nature, will never gather up the
courage to make the decisive crossing—to come out of the closet, as the current saying has it. Yet they know full
well that their friends on the other side are waiting for them, calling to them. They watch us live, and love, and
laugh, but they remain where they are on the shore of that oh! so delicious lake, which they will never dare dive
into. These poor women have been chained down by the prejudices and taboos of a sexually unworthy society.
To have a homosexual daughter—what a horror! What a disgrace! What will people say?
226

We are not the ones who are scandalous—and anyway, where is the scandal? Only in the minds of others, in
their fantasies, never in our own hearts.
As for you, mothers, you need not worry, you’ve nothing to fear, homosexuality is not leprosy, and it is quite
possible to be truly happy with a woman in one’s heart and one’s body; the only pain that you can legitimately
feel, the only regret that is comprehensible to me, is that in that case perhaps your daughter will never favor you
with grandchildren. And even on that score, how many of us are there (and increasingly as time goes on) who
decide to have children, now that being a “bachelor mother” is no longer such a matter of scorn in the view of
most people? (Or am I being too optimistic?)
We have looked into the lives of nine women. Be aware that you are undoubtedly the tenth. You who are a
lesbian but are not aware of it, you who are not a lesbian and never will be.
Just try daring to say that you saw no trace of yourself in any of those women, that in none of those mirrors did
there appear a reflection that seemed familiar to you. These strange and different sisters, these potential sisters, may
well be very close to you—for you, too, are a woman.
Be aware that there is nothing for which you need forgive them, and nothing that you should hold against them.
We are not monsters. We are your daughters, your sisters, and, yes, your mothers, too. The crimes of child rape, the
butcheries, the mayhem, the little battered bodies shoved under the bed as if they were so much dust—these are
never the work of women, no, ma’am. Not of those of you who love men, or of those of us who love women.
For one Countess Bathory that comes along, how many Landrus, Bluebeards, Gilles de Rais, and Jack the
Rippers are there? The persecuted unwed mother who drowns her newborn infant, the gun-toting gangster girl,
even the murderess never, or almost never, act out of an uncontrollable sexual impulse.
Sex crimes are perpetrated by men. They wield their male organ as if it were a dagger, they invade our turfs,
they trample on our bellies, and relieve themselves inside our bodies without ever asking whether we like it.
“Sleep with me to make me happy” was what Dany’s husband used to say to her.
Well, no, no, and never again! We women love, that is, we love a being or we love the fact and act of love, but
we never just “naturally” impose our domination upon our fellow beings, and especially not on the being of our
choice.
Don’t be afraid of us, the rest of you who, without doubt, at some time in your lives have found your eyes
meeting ours, welcomed our smiles, fleetingly shared a bit of complicity.
So you, madame, who are that tenth one, please, when you hear someone around you making fun of us, leering
and sneering as they say, “She’s a dyke,” won’t you answer:
“Yes, she is a lesbian. What difference does that make?”
Believe me, when you do, there will be an awful lot of us who will be silently sending our thanks to you. …
24.63 Please Don’t Knock On The Door\fn{by Xuan Thieu (1930-

)}
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In fact,Hao was not as crazy as the bad kids in the K42 housing project made him out to be. When they ran into
him, they’d whisper among themselves, “There’s the crazy lieutenant colonel, crazy Hao!” One child even bowed
down and said, as if respectfully, “Hello, Uncle Hay,” and the whole crowd would burst out laughing. It was a sort
of word play: Crazy Hao would become Crazy Hay.
The whole K42 knew that for some unknown reason Hao had retired when he was only 43 years old. From
being an agile, loquacious, and easygoing officer, he’d suddenly transformed into a lost, reticent and suffering
soul. Often he would do nothing but chuckle. It would be understandable if he chuckled when he met someone,
but he also did it when he was sitting by himself. In a panic, his wife, Phuc, first ran off to find a traditional healer
and after that switched to Western medicine and even visited the mental hospital in Trau Quy. They all said that he
had suffered a kind of psychological shock which had damaged his nervous system and divided his psyche.
Eventually, he would recover. But, Phuc wailed to the heavens, when would that be? She knew intuitively that it
was a psychological disorder, but she didn’t know why. Hao had not often spoken with his wife and children
about what was going on at the base. She only knew that sometime before he retired his temperament had begun
to change and he had often lost his temper for no particular reason. He’d be angry one moment and lethargic the
next, sitting lost and staring at something outside the window. There were only a few papaya trees out there and
beyond that the dirty wall of another row of houses, certainly nothing to be admired. During that time, he became
jumpy. If someone yelled, he would jump and his face turned white. He was particularly afraid of a knock on the
door. At night, when he heard the sound of knocking at the door, he would throw aside his blanket and sit up
gasping, not only speechless but also seemingly terrified, curling into himself behind the curtain. Phuc hung a
sign on the door,
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Please don’t knock on the door, just
call out the names of the people inside.
The neighbors learned to do that. Whoever came over for any reason would just call out softly. Only those who
came from far away would unintentionally throw him into a panic. Every incident of being startled and panicked
made him toss and turn, unable to go back to sleep.
Phuc went to the military headquarters where he had worked. The personnel office received her courteously
but she wasn’t able to find out what she wanted to know. They said that he himself had made the decision to
retire, and she saw with her own eyes the paper with his signature on it. They had not forced him to retire, and
they also denied that he had suffered from any emotional shock. Everyone in the cadre at his office said that he
had lived in harmony with his colleagues without ever bickering. They all came to visit him, brought him
presents, and urged his wife to take him to the hospital.
All she could do now was light incense at the family altar and pray to the ancestors to speed things up. Phuc
was sad. It was so pitiful because, despite his illness, Hao was very gentle, never broke things, never wandered,
never bullied his wife and children, never fought with anyone, even with those bad children who often followed
him and teased him. He only chuckled. Sometimes when they saw him doing that, people were scared. He still
labored as usual, taking care of the rows of vegetables, preparing the pig feed, sweeping the house and the yard,
washing clothes, reading books.
The only trouble was that almost all of his memory had vanished. When his aunt came to visit him, he didn’t
recognize her and asked her whom she’d come to see. This made her burst into tears. Even though he did read
books, he couldn’t remember them. He read up to the fifth volume of The War Between The Three Kingdoms and
then he went back and read the third one again. His past was nothing but darkness, and during the course of
several years he couldn’t remember any of it. Sometimes he did have memory, but it was only for a short time,
from the morning to the afternoon, for example. He would immediately forget things that had just happened the
day before or, if he did remember them, it would be hazy in the way that other people might barely remember
something that happened a long time in the past.
One day, before leaving for work, Phuc asked him to tell Hieu to go to the market to buy some turnip-cabbage.
When Hieu came home from school, he threw his book bag on the bed, and Hao put the money in his hand but
could not remember the name of turnip-cabbage. He used a stick to draw on the ground the image of an oval
shape with a few roots hanging off it. The ten-year-old nodded as if he got the idea, ran to the market, and came
back with a bunch of onions.
Another day, one of the neighbor women brought over a one-year-old boy and asked Hao to baby-sit. The
baby, who’d been sleeping, suddenly woke up and started to cry. Phuc told Hao to pick up the baby and take him
outside to pee. The baby squirmed and cried, refusing to pee, while Hao wet his own pants instead.
Phuc shook her head, sighing. That was how it went. Looking into his eyes, it was easy to see that the soul
inside had lost its way.
Late one afternoon, a staff car with a red license plate pulled to a stop in front of Phuc’s house. The people in
the housing project were curious sorts. The children crowded around, while the grown-ups watched from more of
a distance. No one paid any attention to Major Can, the assistant chief security officer from the base where Hao
had worked. Instead, they were goggling at a beautiful woman, well-dressed and wearing makeup, who had on an
extremely fragrant perfume. She was carrying a handbag and wearing high heels. At the front door, Major Can
introduced her to Phuc, explaining that she was an overseas Vietnamese from Canada who had come to the base in
search of Hao, Mr. Phan Nhan Hao. The office had explained to her very clearly about his situation, but she had
insisted on meeting him. Can had borrowed a staff car in order to bring her directly to Hao’s house.
The overseas Vietnamese woman politely tilted her head when greeting Phuc, which made Phuc nervous. She
got even more nervous when the guests went into the shabby house, with its old wooden living room set and dirty
tea set. Hao put aside his book, The Pleasure House Fantasy, right at the moment that Can approached him and
greeted him cheerfully, “Hello, Boss,” and, even though Hao may or may not have recognized him as a colleague
from his former office, he still managed a limp handshake.
The woman did not sit down. She stood looking Hao up and down, her face full of emotion. She took off her
sunglasses and exclaimed:
“Is it you, Hao? Do you recognize me?”
Hao blinked his eyes as if trying to remember, but how could he remember when his mind was still drowning
in darkness? He shook his head.
“I’m Huong! Huynh Thi My Huong from Khang Xuyen!”
If his mind had been alert, after hearing those cues he would have shouted for joy, but he still looked out of
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those spiritless eyes. He shook his head again.
Suddenly the woman ran to him and grabbed his hand, tears welling up in her eyes.
“Oh God! Why did you come to this? You are my savior. You saved my life and gave me a chance to live like a
human being while you yourself are destroyed. After the Liberation, when I learned that you were still alive, I
went back to Hue to look for you. At Mang Ca I heard that you had transferred North already. The North is so big.
I didn’t know where to look for you. At the end of 1978, my husband and I found a sponsor so we emigrated to
Canada. Living in that new land, I still had one pledge to keep. I was determined to see you again, to repay you.
Now that I have met you, I’m so happy. Even if you’re sick, even if you don’t remember me, please accept my
bows of gratitude.”
The woman knelt down on the cement floor in front of him, putting her hands together and bowing her head
while sobbing at the same time, shocking everyone. An atmosphere of sacred silence enveloped the whole room.
No one understood a thing, and yet everyone could feel the deep emotion in the heart of the stranger. Even the
curious faces outside the bars on the window became serious. Phuc, who had been preparing to make some tea,
was standing rooted in one spot, the teapot in her hand. Her hands were trembling and tears filled her eyes. Their
oldest daughter, Hang, who was in 11th grade, was crying.
Phuc ran to the woman and lifted her.
“I beg you! I beg you! Please sit down.”
Hao had been standing and his eyes suddenly brightened, as if the gloomy curtain of fog in his mind had begun
to clear and he was trying to remember. Sitting face to face with the woman, he broke into a smile.
“How did you know the address of my old office to come and find me?” he asked.
The woman, who was wiping her eyes, asked happily, “You remember my name? Good heavens! I will never
forget the name Phan Nhan Hao. When I was saying good-bye to you in 1969, I reminded you that the name Phan
Nhan Hao means a kindhearted member of the Phan family. I even remember that you’re from the suburbs of
Hanoi, right?”
No one knew whether Hao really understood or was only nodding his head out of habit.
Phuc replied for her husband, “That's right! My husband is from Gia Lam.”
The woman continued:
“It’s a long story how I tracked you down. In 1982 I came back to Vietnam and went to Khang Xuyen to pay
respects at my parents’ graves and visit my relatives. Then I went to Hue and asked for news of you at the Mang
Ca army camp. They said that the place was now the military headquarters of the town of Binh Tri Thien and no
one knew who you were. I was so disappointed. I went back to Saigon. By chance, I met Ton. Do you still
remember Ton, the tailor in Quan market in Khang Xuyen? He boasted that he was the secretary of a Communist
departmental branch during the war, but then he was drafted into the South Vietnamese army. After the defeat in
1975, he was captured by his previous unit. You assigned Ton to be in charge of the prisoners of war at Cua
Thuan. Today, he’s the head of a clothing export company in Saigon, very wealthy and well-heeled. Actually, back
in Khang Xuyen, Ton was really infatuated with me, he courted me constantly, but I couldn’t love him, because I
already had a sweetheart, who is now my husband. However, when I ran into him in Saigon, I was really glad
because we came from the same village.
“We chatted for a while and it turned out that he knew your address. Ton said he got your address from O Theo
in Khang Xuyen. It seemed like when you returned to the North you still often wrote to her. So I had your address,
but I didn’t have enough time left to go to Hanoi. I already had my airplane ticket to Thailand. When I returned to
Canada, I wrote to you immediately. There was no reply. I wrote a second letter, and then a third, but still nothing.
This time, since returning to Saigon I haven’t stopped by Ton’s house. To be honest, something held me back.
Everyone has family now, and grown children already, but still, whenever I meet him he always brings up the
same old topic. Surely, you know his character. He’s a very aggressive womanizer.”
Hao was listening attentively, occasionally furrowing his brow as he tried to remember. And it seemed as if the
woman’s meandering story formed the missing and logical link that enabled him to open up all his buried feelings.
He mumbled:
“Ton! Ton! Ton! Ah, I remember now. The bastard! That—” Hao uttered a very dirty expletive, his face turning
purple and his eyes burning.
Everyone was shocked and embarrassed. No one dared to look at anyone else. Phuc broke the silence by
inviting everyone to drink some water. Hang tactfully placed a glass of boiled water in front of her father. Hao
drank it in gulps. The coldness of the water made him realize he’d gotten carried away.
“I’m so sorry! It was because I was so angry. Or, to be more precise, it was because I understood my own
anger.”
“It’s nothing!” The woman made light of it, but in her mind she began to consider the possibility that Ton had
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had something to do with what had happened in Hao’s life.
Hao became loquacious, smiling to erase the dirty image that he had just created. He said, “I’d forgotten …”
He cheerfully introduced his wife and children and changed the subject by asking My Huong about her husband
and children and about life abroad. Then he asked about the village of Khang Xuyen and a certain woman there
named O Theo. The conversation between the two became vivacious and warm. His face changed according to the
mood of the conversation, and no one could believe that he was suffering from a mental illness. The spiritless and
listless look of a little while ago had disappeared. Now his eyes were sparkling and full of life. Phuc and the
children Hang and Hieu looked at each other, thrilled and surprised. Even though they half doubted it, they could
feel the sudden change in his emotional and psychological state.
It was a while longer before Hao recognized the presence of Can. Considering that the visitor was an overseas
Vietnamese from Canada searching for a cadre who had retired several years before, the base did not simply jot
down his address, but had lent a car and sent the assistant chief security officer along as well. They hadn’t done
this purely to be sociable. Hao looked at Can as if it were the first time they’d met. After thanking Can for
bringing their cherished guest, Hao said it was necessary for the family that she stay a while longer. He asked Can
to pass on his thanks to the base commander. Getting the message, Can took his leave.
The tiny but sensitive cassette recorder in his shirt pocket had already served its purpose.
*
The people of the K42 housing project discussed heatedly the story of the well-heeled overseas Vietnamese
woman who’d come to visit the home of “crazy Hao” and stayed all night. After breakfast the next morning, Hao
and his wife called for a cyclo and saw her to the road. Some people said that she was Hao’s former lover, from
the time when he was fighting in the South. They praised Phuc for her lack of jealousy and for the generous way
she had entertained the guest. Some said, “If it were me, if I didn’t give her a good beating, I would have at least
kicked her out of the house and put a chain around my husband’s feet!” Others objected, “That can’t be true!
They’re only friends. When people become rich and well-heeled, they tend to become more benevolent and so
when they hear a friend has a mental illness they come to visit and bring presents. And it wouldn’t be a small
present either. It would be at least a thousand dollars, I’m willing to bet:” Only those few people who had stood
outside the barred window that day knew the truth. The guest that had gone to so much trouble to return from
abroad to find him had done so in order to thank him for her life.
But as for the circumstances under which Hao had saved her life, no one knew. Even Phuc didn’t know. The
night the guest stayed, Hao asked Hieu to “evacuate” to a neighbor’s, and Hang shared her bed with the guest. He
himself retired to the back room. It must have been nearly four years since the wife and husband had slept
together. Phuc’s forty year old body was revitalized. She caressed him, hugged and kissed him, and felt happiness
and satisfaction in his embrace, which was as strong as when they’d first married.
But when in their intimacy she asked him to tell her about the woman who was sleeping in the bed in the front
room, he clicked his tongue.
“Let’s not think about it,” he said. “During wartime, life and death are separated by only a hair, so the saving
of a person’s life is nothing out of the ordinary.”
And so she didn’t ask again, didn’t have the heart to bother him. A great happiness was overflowing in her
heart. Suddenly, her husband had become a normal person, and that was a miracle.
The people of the housing project. were no less surprised than she was. They found him as happy and
loquacious as he’d been in the past. When they met him, his greetings changed, and his eyes were completely
different. The first clear sign was that he began to jog again in the mornings. In the past, even in the icy cold he
would never abandon his habit. If he didn’t jog in the street, he’d jog around the courtyard. After he became ill,
though, he lay huddled in the house. Now he returned to his old habits. At daybreak, they could hear the thump of
his footsteps out in the street. The children followed him in disarray. He made one circuit and then returned to the
courtyard, his face bright, and joined the children in a soccer game, either playing or serving as the referee. The
whistle blew.
“Uncle Hao, hey!”
None of them dared to call him “Crazy Hay” like before.
People began to spread rumors. The overseas Vietnamese woman had given him a very rare medicine that,
after a few pills, restored his nervous system. That it was the power of love, and when the lovers saw each other
again every illness was cured absolutely. That perhaps that woman was actually a fairy who’d descended from
heaven. Hao and his wife had lived such a good and moral a life that it must have moved the court of heaven. Etc,
etc …
As farfetched as the rumors were, it was true that Hao had been cured. At the military headquarters, Hao’s
former base, the officers were also discussing the news of his cure.. They didn’t speak of it for long, though,
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because who was interested in the affairs of an officer who had retired? Only Major Can, the assistant chief
security officer, kept thinking about it. He knew very clearly the story of the retirement of Lieutenant Colonel
Hao, but this was a new development. Firmly shutting his office door, he played back the tape and listened again.
When Hao shouted the curse it sounded like an explosion. It might have been at exactly that moment that Hao
realized that the person who had harmed him was Ton.
Major Can searched for the file bearing the code Y8. He reread the accusatory letter from 1982, written by
someone who claimed to be Le Huy Ton, address unknown, only revealing that he was a cadre now working in
Ho Chi Minh City. The letter outlined in detail the relationship between Hao and My Huong, an informer working
for the enemy during the war, and asked that their movements be monitored. Perhaps evidence might be found in
the letters that My Huong had written from Canada. It was true that in the six months that immediately followed
Ton’s accusations, the base post office turned over to the security office, one by one, the three letters that My
Huong had sent to Phan Nhan Hao. The content of the letters didn’t carry anything suspicious, only personal
questions and reproaches as to why there had been no reply. Using a magnifying glass and chemicals to double
check, they still couldn’t find any invisible messages. At that time, still an aide with the rank of captain, Can was
worried, because holding private letters was illegal. However, Colonel Le Hon, the vice political chairman and
head of the security office, had argued rather convincingly that any private letter that might influence national
security was no longer private. They had to hold onto it in order to study it more.
Now, Colonel Le Hon had retired and returned to live in Quang Ngai, but the three letters were still in the
office. Along with the letters were the minutes of a conversation between Colonel Le Hon and Lieutenant Colonel
Phan Nhan Hao, who at that time was the vice director of the military office. It was Can himself who had
transcribed the minutes, listening to the cassette tape, which was still being kept in a moisture-proof box.
“Do you know anyone by the name of Huong?”
“No, I don’t remember that name.”
“Let me refresh your memory. In 1969, when you were still a first lieutenant and commander of the
intelligence unit, you were assigned the duty of killing a spy in Khang Xuyen by the name of Huynh Thi My
Huong.”
“Oh, now I remember. Yes, there was a girl by the name of My Huong. But that was a long time ago!”
“Thirteen years. You could call it long ago, but I imagined you would remember for sure.”
“You can’t remember everything. What’s the problem?”
“It’s something that happened in the past. We want to know why instead of killing her you let her go. And why
didn’t you report it to the authorities?”
(There was a moment of silence, and then the laughter of Phan Nhan Hao.)
“Who dug up that story to rat on me? It’s making a big deal out of nothing!”
“Hao, you have to remember that this is a serious conversation between you and those who are responsible for
you. You shouldn’t treat it lightly. It’s our job to know everything, no matter how old it is. Even if they’re older
incidents than this one, we would still have to investigate them. So you admit to it?”
“Yes, colonel. It’s true!”
“Can you explain it in more detail?”
“Why not? It’s a rather long story and you should know that it’s not that simple. You’ve been in this branch of
the army a long time. Probably, back in 1969 you were either in Hanoi or evacuated to the countryside
somewhere. I was to the south of Hue, a war zone that was full of fierce fighting and hardship, particularly after
the Tet Offensive. At our base in the jungle, every day each soldier had one tenth of a kilo of rice for two meals.
We would cook it with tubers. The porridge was thick and sticky, rather blue in color, and these days the pigs in
my house would push it away with their snouts. We lived with that hunger in order to rebuild our base, which had
been destroyed completely.
“It had been so different. In the past, Khang Xuyen had been a town that was liberated, a place where we were
treated as friends, and so wherever we went the people would feed us. But then,”—he was silent for a moment in
order to recover his composure—“cadres, party members, guerrillas, some of them were killed, others captured,
still others either fled to Hue, Da Nang, or Saigon or else they fled to the jungle and asked for permission to return
to the North. Social order was in the hands of the enemy. But, unlike other villages that had been totally wiped
out, Khang Xuyen still had a nucleus of three party members living there incognito, under the leadership of Ton,
the tailor in the market.
“We sent a group of three people to Khang Xuyen. Second Lieutenant Lan was in charge. They dug a secret
tunnel directly beneath the garden of O Theo, a party member and widow who was more than fifty years old and
whose daughter had already married and gone away. The illiterate old woman was really kind hearted and
extremely brave.
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“On the third night, something happened. When it had gotten completely dark, O Theo opened the tunnel and
let Lan’s group out. While they were eating, they looked up and saw the enemy’s ARIS guns pointed at them. As
quick as lightening, Lan threw his bowl of rice at the soldier standing closest to him and shouted for everyone to
run. The guns went off. Lan’s two comrades died right there, their blood mixing with the rice. Only Lan escaped.
Of course, O Theo was caught. In fact, she was caught in the garden while she was standing guard so that they
could eat their dinner. She was tortured cruelly, but she stuck to the story that the liberation soldiers had come to
her house to ask for food, and she took pity on them and let them eat. That was it. She didn’t expose any of the
other party members. She was exiled to Con Dao and only returned after the liberation of the South.
“As for Lan, who’d escaped, he spent one day lying between the rice stalks in the flooded paddy, starving, with
leeches crawling all over his back. He had to wait until late the next night to go back into the village to search for
Ton, but he couldn’t find him. Ton had already left for a while in order to protect himself from the possibility that
O Theo had exposed him. Then Lan went to look for Mr. Quan, an old party member who had arthritis. After
having heard all the news and eaten his fill, Lan returned alone to the base in order to report what had happened.
“That fiasco really hurt our intelligence unit. We were still resolved to return to Khang Xuyen. The people of
Khang Xuyen would not betray the revolution. Even under the coercion of the enemy, they would hold their
breath and wait for opportunity. We had to create that opportunity for them. But before we returned to Khang
Xuyen, we had to know the cause of the recent debacle. Had the enemy merely raided by chance, or was there an
informer? If it was the latter, then first we had to destroy the informer.”
“Can you make the story a little more brief? Please, get to the point.”
“If you want to understand fully, please be patient and listen carefully. Because you have been in this branch of
the army for so long, I’m afraid that you don’t know enough about intelligence. The nature of our work at that
time was to destroy enemy spies. Every one of us had gone through training in martial arts. After five years of
working in the intelligence unit, I myself had killed no fewer than a dozen enemy spies with my bare hands. In the
middle of the night I would go into the spies’ houses and, in the name of the revolution, I’d invite them to “go
study,” and kill them right there. There was never any gunfire, because gunfire would expose us. I never used a
bayonet or dagger, because I didn’’t want any bloodstains. I might choose to use a short club to deliver a single
blow to the back of the neck, at which point the spy would collapse in a heap, gasp a couple of times, then croak.
But carrying a club was too much trouble. So I stuck to my own two hands. At that time I was just over twenty
years old and strong as a water buffalo. My two hands were like a pair of pliers. I’d take the ends of the collar
between my fingers, pull from opposite sides until it tightened around the neck, and within two minutes the head
would hang down and the spit would come drooling out of the mouth. Women were even easier. I could strangle
them very quickly just with my bare hands.
“After I killed somebody, I’d bury them immediately and camouflage the grave so that it would look like the
ground was even. Even we ourselves couldn’t remember exactly where we’d buried them. In cases in which we
had to deliver a warning, we’d kill them in their houses and next to the body we’d leave the message. Our line of
work left us miserable, plagued by horrible memories. There was the choking sound of someone being strangled
and the smell of spit gushing with the last breath out of the mouth, a stink that wouldn’t fade away even after
you’d washed your hands for three days with lemon-scented soap. There was the sound that came up from the
grave after it had been filled, a low hiccup, sort of like the coughing of a toad. There was the look of surprise in
the protruding eyes of people confronting their own death. If there was injustice, would any of those eyes ever
reveal it?
“It was those unhappy memories, together with the peace of mind that I’d found after letting My Huong go
free, that led me to request a transfer to the sabotage unit. Wearing only a pair of underwear, my face and body
smeared with soot or battery powder, carrying submachine gun and hand grenade, I would sneak up on sleeping
American soldiers and kill them, completely convinced that they would find repentance in God’s kingdom.”
“You just mentioned My Huong. You must have uncovered that she herself was a spy of the enemy in Khang
Xuyen.”
“We didn’t discover it. The provincial committee made the orders based on a report from the base, that it is to
say from the branch committee in Khang Xuyen.”
“And you objected?”
“On the contrary, I was very glad. After finding a spy to destroy, we could send our people to Khang Xuyen
with no trouble. However, I was very careful. Who My Huong was, I didn’t know. But Lan knew. She was a
student who had failed her baccalaureate exam and come back to work in her mother’s sundry shop in the Quan
market. Her father was an employee at the post office in Saigon. We heard that she used to take part in the student
demonstrations in Hue. At that time, Khang Xuyen still had liberation soldiers, and so after she returned from
Hue, she joined in the youth activities. According to Lan, she was a very beautiful and charming girl. Whether she
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was beautiful and charming or not, if she was a spy, then she’d have to pay for it.
“Before deciding for sure, I sent Lan back to Khang Xuyen so that he could double check it all with Ton. Ton
provided some extra details. First, there were a couple of times that people had seen My Huong speaking with the
American advisors in English. My Huong had a close relationship with a major who was also a district chief and it
was rumored that they were some sort of cousins. Second, on the afternoon before the night raid on O Theo’s
house, My Huong had come by O Theo’s for a chat and gone out into the garden and looked around.
All those details were still no proof of guilt, but, having received the orders from the provincial committee, we
had to do it. Forming a group of three for the job, I was directly in charge. In addition to me, there was Second
Lieutenant Lan, who knew Khang Xuyen very well, and Chief Warrant Officer Nam, from the Tay minority in
Cao Bang, who was extremely handsome, with white skin and lips as red as a girl’s. I still remember that night.
The sky was not very dark and the moon was on the wane, probably on the 17 th or 18th of the lunar calendar, and
covered with clouds. We safely snuck back into Khang Xuyen and met up with Ton. It was Ton himself who led
us to the spy’s house. After that, Ton didn’t come inside. According to the principles of secret activity in occupied
territory, it was right that he didn’t. We knocked on the door. I had knocked on the doors of spies’ houses many
times already.
“Knock. Knock. Knock: the sound of knuckles on wood was the dull sound that meant an order to kill. It’s a
sound that still haunts me. To be honest with you, whenever I hear the sound of knocking on the door, I still jump,
still shiver.”
“This story’s going all over the place. Tell me, in brief, why you didn’t kill the spy. Was it because you found
her beautiful and charming or did some other thought crop up?”
“In my opinion, killing a spy is the fulfillment of an important duty during wartime. But at the same time,
killing the wrong person is murder. I don’t want to be a person who murders for no reason.”
(A moment of silence.)
“So you’re saying that you don’t accept that My Huong was an informer?”
“That’s right.”
“What’s your reason?”
“It’s simple. Spies and informers have a look, an attitude, a demeanor, and a way of acting which is different
from the way this girl was. Not one of those reactionaries would have heard the two words “go study” and
misunderstood what I meant. They immediately reacted. They would tremble violently, their faces pale. Or their
faces would go red and they would contradict me with anger. There was one who screamed loudly, forcing us to
stick a gun in his back. There was one who shifted his eyes back and forth searching for a getaway. “Go study”
was the chunk of lime we’d put in front of a leech. But when this girl heard those words, she was cheerful, even
thrilled. She even asked, “For how long?” and worried that she didn’t have time to get a hammock to bring with
her blanket and mosquito net. She wanted to know if she was going to study “in the green” of the jungle, because,
she said, she had a lot of friends there. Her mother was very worried but the girl comforted her: ‘One month is
nothing, Mother, and whoever asks, you have to say I’ve gone to Saigon, okay?’
“You’d probably never met a spy who got the best of you before. Perhaps she acted thrilled and cheerful, but
she’d already figured out her getaway.”
“There’s no way. During the night, that one unarmed girl was escorted by three intelligence agents with
submachine guns and pistols. She couldn’t have gotten away. The thing that troubled us at that moment was not
that the girl could get away, or even that she could kill us. It was something else. It seemed that all three of us had
the same intuition that she was innocent. If at that moment I had been more hard-line, then surely Lan and Nam
would have carried out the orders in silence. War is like that. Carrying out orders is all we do. Who really cares to
reason over whether it is just or not? Even if we killed by mistake, it wouldn’t jeopardize the common goal.”
“And so you set the informer free?”
“It’s not as simple as that. This nagging question followed us for dozens of kilometers, and then something
happened. Shells began to fall just as our group reached the foot of Tham Hill. This area marked the free-fire
zone. When the shelling stopped, everything was completely quiet and thick smoke hung over the brush-covered
hill. Then someone moaned, and then cried. Oh God, Nam had been wounded in the stomach and a shell fragment
had entered Lan’s skull and killed him instantly. The girl was so terrified she was crying, but she was also quick in
bandaging Nam’s wound and in helping me dig a grave. When we were burying Lan, she couldn’t stop sobbing.
“When we started walking again, it was almost dawn. I secretly removed the rounds from my guns and gave
both the two pistols and the AKs to My Huong to hold. Then, with difficulty, I carried Nam until we reached the
edge of the forest, where I cut some branches to make a stretcher. My Huong went in front and I went behind.
Between us, we carried Nam on our shoulders to the transportation company field hospital, where we almost
collapsed from exhaustion. There, My Huong met a former classmate of hers from Hue, who was now a nurse.
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The two of them chattered like birds and refused to part from each other. I decided we should stay for a night at
the hospital in order to regain our strength. The next morning, after we’d finished eating, we asked for a ball of
pressed rice and then went on our way.
“Now there was only My Huong and me. Where would we go? The forests of the Truong Son mountain range
are vast, infinite.
“My Huong asked, ‘Do we still have very far to go?’
“‘It’s still rather far; I replied, vaguely.
“‘Is it a large class?’ she asked.
“‘Yeah.’
“Once more, I replied vaguely. She asked so many questions, and I answered for the sake of answering. In my
mind, I was still debating a certain kind of solution. It was hard to believe this girl was an informer, a person who
had wreaked havoc on our unit. If she was an informer, she would have looked for a way to escape. Throughout
that long hike, opportunities abounded. Maybe I was missing something? During the Tet Offensive, I had
witnessed many cases when people had borrowed the wind to cut their bamboo shoots, borrowed the revolution as
a pretext for taking revenge, killing each other. The report from the Khang Xuyen branch committee, which had
been compiled by their leader Ton, had not carried any proof. Maybe it was because of a grudge. Besides, was it
not an achievement for a branch committee to carry out its security duties by eradicating an informer? I did not
want my hand to be stained by the blood of an honest person. I thought I would have to give My Huong her
freedom.
“But in order to make the right decision, I had to check one last time. Stopping by the edge of a stream, after
we had finished washing, we sat down to rest. It was only now that I could observe her carefully. She was truly a
beautiful and charming girl. I began to talk to her. My voice and expression were neutral but I was following a
line of investigation. I asked about her parents, her relatives, her brothers and sisters, her own life, the
relationships she’d made in Hue and in Khang Xuyen. Then I switched to the subject of the enemy raid on O
Theo’s house. My Huong said that although the rest of the village called the old woman ‘O Theo,’ she herself
should have called her ‘aunt.’ My Huong’s grandfather and the father of O Theo’s husband were brothers. At that
time, she was staying in Hue and didn’t hear the story until she returned home.
“By then it was already over. People said that two revolutionary soldiers had been killed in the house and Mr.
Thieu’s soldiers tied their bodies to the base of an areca palm tree. It wasn’t until the afternoon of the next day
that they allowed them to be buried. They had no pity. She knew that Aunt Theo had been thrown in jail, but she
hadn’t had a chance to visit to her yet.
“And so My Huong’s deposition (for now I’ll call it her deposition) was completely different from the
accusations that had come from Ton. Even though things were clearer to me now, I still kept a serious face. I
looked directly into My Huong’s eyes and told her that someone had told us the she was involved in the massacre,
that she was an informer for the puppet government. What did she think of that? At one moment, My Huong was
cheerful and the next her face had turned pale and she’d burst into tears. Oh God, why would they accuse her of
something so terrible? When another one of her aunts was sick and hospitalized in Hue, her mother had asked her
to take care of her for a week. How could she know anything about the killing of the liberation soldiers at Aunt
Theo’s house? How could she have the heart to harm the liberation soldiers, and even her Aunt Theo? She wasn’t
that inhuman!
“I told My Huong the truth, that we hadn’t been taking her to a class, that there had never been a class at all,
but that we’d received orders to question her about her crime. While crying, suddenly she dried her tears, her lips
trembling, and threw into my eyes a challenging look.
“‘Then go ahead and shoot me!’
“‘No, I’m not going to shoot you. If I had wanted to shoot you, then I would have done so when we were still
on the deserted plains, or last night in the free fire zone. I don’t believe that you are an informer or a spy. I’ll give
you back your freedom on one condition—’
(There was the sound of laughter from Colonel Le Hon.)
“Don’t misunderstand me,” Hao continued. “At that time I was only 26 years old, still single, healthy, not bad
looking, from Hanoi, with a university degree. I could have expressed my love for her without embarrassment.
Just like any other young man who looked at the elegant face, charming lips, white neck and throat, and full
breasts of My Huong, there were moments when the lustful beast inside of me raised its head. I could either court
her or take her by force or beg her to give herself to me. Any of these ways it could have been done. There were
only two of us in a very deserted forest. But there was one thing I knew for sure, that after I had satisfied myself, I
would have to strangle her. If I had done that, it would have been to my advantage. I would have satisfied myself
and achieved something. Plus, I wouldn’t have had to worry about the consequences. But I would have lost
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something important. I would have lost myself. God forbid. I would never allow that to happen.
“Therefore, the condition that I suggested to My Huong was that she had to disappear, and never return to
Khang Xuyen. She could live in Danang, Saigon,\fn{ Since renamed Ho Chi Minh City.} or Can Tho, I didn’t care. But
her presence in Khang Xuyen would be dangerous for both of us. She nodded her head. We continued to walk
together until we reached the highpoint at Eo Gio. From there, we could see Highway One. From there, one would
only have to walk two more hours before being able to flag down a car. We said good-bye. She hesitated a bit
before throwing her arms around me, crying. Truly, at that moment, my heart skipped a beat. I felt short of breath.
Without letting my emotions overwhelm me, I carefully untangled her arms. ‘Be brave. I wish you a safe trip.
Keep your promise.’ Later on, when I occasionally remembered that moment, I thought of it as my blue good-bye.
“Okay, let’s assume that you believed you were doing the right thing, but why didn’t you report to the
organization so that they would know the truth?”
“In fact, no one had ever signed the order for me to kill her. The provincial committee only informed us of the
situation. The comrade in charge of provincial security assigned its investigation to me as the leader of the
intelligence unit. That meant that I had the power to decide the fate of the informer. I set the girl free because I
trusted that I was doing the right thing, because I had faith in the truth and in her innocence. And at that time, if I
had reported the truth, then the matter would have become extremely complicated. Probably no one would have
believed me because at that time the only witness left, Chief Warrant Officer Nam, had already died from his
wounds at the Transportation Company’s field hospital. Because they wouldn’t believe me, they would have
picked at everything I told them. To have been disciplined and discharged would have been lucky. They might
have killed me—not directly though. Using the enemy to get rid of someone under suspicion was the cleanest way
to kill somebody. I understood that very well.”
“And so you were afraid of death?”
“I was afraid of death if it was meaningless and absurd, but I wasn’t afraid to sacrifice myself for some
purpose. As I’ve already explained, the incident with My Huong, in combination with the haunting memories of
my profession, made me determined to be transferred to the sabotage company. Surely you’ve seen on my
background documents that during the three years that I was the sabotage company commander, I received three
certificates of heroism and two medals. After being promoted to battalion cadre I asked for a transfer to the
infantry. In 1975 I was the captain in command of an infantry battalion attacking Hue, pursuing the enemy down
to the mouth of the Thuan An estuary. Among the prisoners of war we rounded up, I happened to come across
Ton. He explained that he was drafted into the army immediately after the branch committee at Khang Xuyen had
been exposed. The last remaining party member, the old man named Quan, had been caught. What kind of branch
leader was Ton if he could take up the enemy’s gun and carry it? Seeing him now as a prisoner of war, I felt more
assured about my decision to set My Huong free. Ton kept clinging to me, but I avoided him. We didn’t say
anything about My Huong.”
“Have you ever seen My Huong again or do you have any news about her?”
“When I was in Hue I returned to Khang Xuyen to see O Theo. She told me that My Huong was married with
children in Saigon. Both of her parents had passed away. That’s all I know. I didn’t try to contact her. What would
have been the point?”
“Did you ever meet Ton again?”
“Ton was sent to reeducation camp and once he came to look for me in Mang Ca, begging me to verify that he
had been the branch committee leader in Khang Xuyen and, what’s more, that when he was a member of the
Southern army he had stayed in contact with the north. He scratched his head and winked cunningly, as if to tell
me that he would never forget this favor. I would never have signed something so carelessly like that. I had to
hold back my anger and tell him to go back and ask some of the old party members in Khang Xuyen or at the
provincial committee. When he kept insisting, I finally exploded and threw him out.”
“That was a long story and we’ve heard enough. We’ve got your version of it. Now we have to wait for the
organization to investigate and draw its own conclusion. Let’s leave it for now.
*
After reviewing the file named Y8, Major Can sat in thought. The story wasn’t hard to understand, and yet at
that time the security office under the command of Colonel Le Hon had been unable to reach a conclusion. The
letter supposedly sent by Ton was clearly anonymous. It bore no return address and the content and wording were
only meant to draw the unit’s attention to a problem that was political, dangerous, and fatal. Was it really Ton?
Why would a person like Ton do that? File Y8 bore no conclusion and was shelved in a cabinet marked “Secret,”
but the suspicion clung to Hao. He was never nominated for promotion to department chief and when it came time
for him to be promoted to the rank of colonel, things had gotten stuck there. Colonel Le Hon had called Phan
Nhan Hao into his office and persistently tried to persuade him to change or add more information to the story of
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his relationship with My Huong. Hao responded that there was nothing to change, nothing more to say. Then
Colonel Le Hon played his last card: If this matter remained so unclear and inconclusive, then the proposal for
Hao’s promotion to the rank of Colonel would be difficult. The best course of action would be for Hao to submit a
request for early retirement.
“I’m ready!” Hao said. He picked up a pen and paper, quickly wrote the words, and thrust his signature across
the page.
That was it. Colonel Le Hon had sighed with relief. It could be said that he had fulfilled his duty and deserved
one more pay raise before he retired.
These days Le Hon had been living in retirement for a few years already. He had carried that sigh of relief with
him all the way back to his garden in his village in the countryside. As for the Y8 file, it was still gathering mold
in the cabinet marked “Secret.” Now the office staff was brand new, and none of them knew anything about the
file marked Y8 except for Major Can.
Filled with doubts, he went to speak with his superiors. They listened attentively, and finally they all said the
same thing: “Why dig up old stories like that? Let’s put it aside. It would be no simple matter to resolve this case.
If the purpose was to restore honor to Hao, no one ever took it from him. Anyway, he retired a while ago. We
should be happy for his recovery from his illness. That’s it.”
Those two words, “That’s it,” were an order from higher up, and yet Major Can still couldn
t resolve the doubts in his mind. Should he let Hao suffer from injustice, even if the only ones who knew the story
were a few of the authorities?
Still, it gave him pain and disturbed his peace of mind. Because his conscience kept bothering him, Major Can
decided to go visit Hao in order to tell him the truth, hoping that he would forgive. One Sunday morning, Can
rode his bicycle there. Hanging from his handlebars was a cloth bag containing a half liter of liquor and a dozen
small packages of fried peanuts, all of which he had bought at a drink shop, hoping that they could eat and drink
at their leisure and confide in each other comfortably.
That day, Hao was alone in the house. His wife Phuc had gone to the market and both of his children had gone
to extra study classes. Hao had shut the door and lay down to reread The War Between The Three Kingdoms.
Knock. Knock. Knock.
The sudden sound of knocking made him jump up violently. The book fell to the floor.
Knock. Knock. Knock.
It grew more urgent and louder. Hao’s heart beat wildly. Sweat broke out on his forehead. He breathed heavily
and his vision clouded over.
Knock. Knock. Knock.
“Is anybody home? Hao! Hao!”
He sat motionless, like a person whose spirit had departed.
“Hao! Are you asleep? It’s Can. I’ve come to visit you.”
Knock. Knock. Knock.
Major Can held the cloth bag in one hand. In his excitement, he was knocking louder. Then he heard a roar.
“Get lost, you scum!”
Can stepped quickly back. He was puzzling over whether the cry was real or if he had heard it wrong when the
door suddenly burst open. Phan Nhan Hao, with a wild look in his blood red eyes, held in his hand the bar that
bolted the door and raised it with a scream. Can’s mouth opened and emitted meaningless sounds. His face went
pale. He only had time to step out of the way and run. Hao swung, cutting the top off the papaya tree by the porch,
so that its white sap came streaming out. Neighbors rushed out, held Hao back and helped him back into the
house. He was still breathing heavily and refused to say a thing. After he had recovered, Major Can, who still
didn’t understand what had happened, had to ask a few of the children to bring his bicycle out into the housing
project’s common yard. His hands were trembling when he opened the lock and his eyes were still glancing in the
direction where the bizarre event had just happened.
*
From that day on, the people of K42 no longer heard the sound of Hao’s feet jogging in the morning. The
children now played soccer without a referee and so they often quarrelled noisily. Hao slid back into his former
illness, only chuckling, his face dazed. He became forgetful, not only about the past, but he also forgot very
quickly, even things that had just happened. He told Hang to sleep with her mother while he slept in the bed with
Hieu, each of them with a separate blanket. Phuc sighed. Hang and Hieu were also depressed, especially when
they saw the bad kids in K42 once again bowing very deeply in front of Hao, yelling “Hello, Uncle Hay!” and
bursting out laughing. Once again, Phuc hung out the sign that said, “Please don’t knock on the door,” which had
only been taken down less than a month before. The joy had been so brief, and now her sighs became sadder.
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Her prayers in front of the incense-covered altar were different now. Not only did she pray to the ancestors to
bless the family, but she also prayed that the woman named My Huong would return. Who knows? Perhaps that
beautiful woman was a fairy sent to this world from the heavens to save her husband. She had no idea of the
origins of what had happened. Many times she thought of going to ask Major Can, but her hesitation held her
back. She didn’t know that after the bizarre incident and after hearing that Phan Nhan Hao had become ill again,
Can had asked for a transfer. No one knew where he had transferred or even if he had continued in the same
career.
24.72 The Man Who Stained His Soul\fn{by Vu Bao (1931- )} Thai Binh Province, Vietnam (M) 4
If everything had gone as we’d planned, I would have nothing now to write about the battle against Che post
that year.
Painstakingly accurate plans had been drawn up under the close guidance of the Command Staff. New
intelligence about shifts in the enemy’s effective strength and weaponry was received every day. The diagram of
Che post’s defenses was drawn and redrawn so many times it reached a point of absolute perfection. Each enemy
fire point was scouted over and over and marked by a different symbol on the diagram. Victory couldn’t be more
certain.
But war isn’t a game in which only one side fires and the other eats bullets. The enemy major in charge of Che
post was an experienced soldier. Ignoring the deliberate provocations of our recons-by-fire, he kept the two heavy
machine guns he had concealed in the command bunker silent. It wasn’t until our company burst through the
barbed wire and advanced to the center of the compound in an arrow-shape formation that those guns opened up,
catching us in a cross fire.
Our attack was stopped dead. The company was pinned down, with everyone’s belly glued to the earth and no
one daring to lift his head. It was a miracle we could keep our heads and limbs intact without breathing dirt.
This tactic hadn’t been anticipated in the combat plan, and now the commanders couldn’t react. Usually, once
the company engaged, the Party cell would confer urgently, exchange ideas and make timely decisions. But this
time, Luat, the company commander, was stuck with our front unit, the commissar was in the rear of the
formation, and the deputy commissar was helping to get the wounded dragged out of the barbed wire and
bandaged up. Pulling out his revolver, the commissar fired up into the air and sprang forward, yelling:
“Comrades, advance—”
His order was cut short by a bullet.
Luat crawled down the column to me and jerked his chin at the fire point: “Take out the left side and leave the
right to me.”
We divided the front unit into two V-shaped lines. Half of the men crept after Luat, the other half after me.
Only Vinh lay prostrate in his place.
I crawled back to him.
“What the hell are you doing?” Vinh’s voice was strained.
“How can we advance—the bullets are pouring in like rain.”
“Would you rather lie here waiting for death?”
“Death’s waiting up there also.”
With the bullets zeroing in on us, this wasn’t the time or place to try to turn a coward into a brave soldier.
“Give me your cartridge belt and grenades,” I yelled at him.
“Then I’ll be killed in the enemy’s counterattack.”
My blood was boiling. I yanked his submachine gun from his hands. “I have to advance. Hang onto the
company flag!”
I crawled low under the fire, keeping my eyes on the muzzle flashes. Suddenly the fire pecking at us from the
bunker’s loophole ceased. The enemy gunners must have been changing the belt. I sprang up and rushed the
bunker. Someone threw a grenade at me. I snatched it up and tossed it back into the loophole. Then I thrust the
barrel of my rifle through the opening and sprayed in a full magazine, sweeping the area inside.
Shouts of joy sounded from all around. Fourth Company had penetrated the base. But what followed was our
hardest battle. We struggled to take one fortified position after another, and it was nearly morning before we
managed to blow up their headquarters.
Afterwards, the battalion commander ran up to us.
“Hurry and scrounge up whatever supplies and equipment you can,” he said. “It’s nearly dawn—you’ll start
shitting when the enemy’s long range artillery begins firing.”
I turned around to see Vinh standing nearby. His left trouser leg was sticking like glue to his thigh. I tore out
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the bandage I had tucked into my belt.
Luat seized my hand. “Don’t bother. He just pissed himself;” he said, nodding at Vinh’s saturated trouser.
“Pissed on his own soul.”
We withdrew to Noi hamlet, four kilometers from Che post. Air raid shelters had been dug there by the local
militia. Those units that had been held in reserve during the attack were now sent out to guard the perimeter of the
hamlet, and huge sauce pans full of chicken gruel were prepared for us in each house. But after our night of
shooting, crawling and rolling through the mud, we could only take a few perfunctory mouthfuls. It was better to
sleep than to eat. As soon as we lay down on our straw mats, we didn’t know if heaven was up or earth was down.
Suddenly I was awakened by someone pulling me to my feet. Still in a daze, my eyes half-sealed, I dimly
heard Luat order me to get the unit dressed in full uniform and equipment. “Get everybody over to battalion
headquarters—they have a new job for you.”
“Yes, commander.”
When we arrived at headquarters, the battalion commander told me that a foreign comrade had come to shoot a
documentary film. Since the battle was over, it would be necessary to reconstruct the fighting for him. The first
shot would be the raising of the company flag over the roof of Che post.
I stood dumbfounded for a moment.
“Commander, after the fighting we policed up the battlefield and returned here at once. We didn’t have time to
raise a flag.”
“Then you’ll have to raise one now.”
“Sir, we don’t have a flag.”
“What do you mean—what about the Victory flag the regimental commander handed to you before you left?
Didn’t he give it to you, unit commander, in front of all your men?”
“I passed it to Vinh when the C.O. ordered us to advance. After I took out the heavy machine gun, the rest of
the company charged forward. Vinh came along with them, but he forgot to bring the flag.”
“Why didn’t you look for it?”
“I did, but I couldn’t find it. When I went back to that place, all I saw were three mortar craters.”
The battalion commander turned to the press liaison officer and told him to get Third Company’s Victory flag
instead.
The foreign comrade was waiting for us at regimental headquarters. Smiling, he shook our hands. “Glory to
Vietnam; of thou I’m proud,” he said.
We tightened our lips to keep from bursting into laughter.\fn{ Apparently because of the grammer, which does seem odd
as translated.}
The “reconstruction” of the flag-raising didn’t go as easily as we thought it would. The machine gun company
took positions along the outer perimeter. The heavy artillery company set up four observation posts to watch for
air raids. An infantry company deployed inside Che post, ready to take on any enemy parachutists who might try
to pounce upon us. And our unit, directed by the foreign comrade, had the task of re-enacting the destruction of
the command bunker. Unfortunately, when the explosive charges were blown, a piece of concrete from the bunker
hurled itself at my knee, knocking me to the ground. I immediately tried to rise, but I couldn’t stay on my feet. A
medic helped me off the site and stopped my bleeding with a bandage. But I was unable to act in the next scene.
Luat asked the interpreter if the director would like to chose another soldier to raise the flag. The foreign
comrade nodded and strolled along our ranks, gazing at us one by one. He turned and coming down the line once
again, then stopped in front of Vinh and pointed at his chest.
“All right. This soldier will be the flag bearer.”
Before we began the re-enactment again, the battalion commander reiterated once again how important making
the film was, how it would be seen all over the world. Any idea the director had was to be obeyed as strictly as an
order on the battlefield. Luat raised his hand, as if to object, but dropped it back down. After that, he didn’t seem
to act out his role with any enthusiasm. The sappers exploded eight “square cakes” (satchel charges) around the
post, allowing the cameraman to shoot the scene through a haze of smoke and fire.
Then came the raising-of-the-flag scene. Under the foreign comrade’s direction, Luat waved his revolver and
sprang forward, followed by Vinh, raising his flag pole high, and then the rest of the unit. Stop, the director called.
Then—action! Vinh scrambled up to the roof of the headquarters bunker and struck the enemy’s flag pole with the
sole of his foot, sending their flag to the ground. With his legs firmly spread, he stood and waved the Victory flag.
The rest of the unit flanked him on both sides. They raised their submachine guns and shouted joyfully.
But the scene had to be reshot three times, as we seemed somewhat sluggish. Taking Che post had been a
difficult task, the director explained through the interpreter. Could we please then try a little harder to demonstrate
to the whole world how high the morale was in our army?
238

Finally the filming was over. Staggering with fatigue, we stumbled back to Noi hamlet. Before packing up his
equipment, the foreign comrade shook our hands.
“Glory to Vietnam. Of thou I’m proud.”
Soon after we were back in battle and had no time to think about that scene. We were happy enough after a
fight to simply find that our friends had come through intact. Then the war ended and after a while we turned in
our rifles and came home and each of us tried to find ways to make a living. We forgot all about the flag raising at
Che post.
*
One day, not long after the war, I was getting my hair cut and reading a newspaper to pass the time. A large
headline flashed up at me. The documentary film, The Path of Blood and Fire had just premiered. The words: “Of
thou I’m proud” came unbidden into my mind. Under the headline was a photograph of Vinh, spreading his legs
on the roof of the headquarters’ bunker, waving the Victory flag. He was flanked on both sides by my friends,
raising their submachine guns, shouting joyfully.
I knew it was merely a re-enactment of the battle. But still my heart beat swiftly in my chest as I read the
caption:
A still from The Path of Blood and Fire:
‘Raising the flag at Che post’

I felt it wasn’t worth talking about. Like most veterans, my life was taken up with a day by day struggle just to
make ends meet. None of us displayed our citations on the wall or pinned our medals on our chests. It was better
to spend our energy keeping our plates full. At any rate, the movies were always full of such tricks and gimmicks.
When the pig shed in my village co-operative had been filmed, the crew had gathered the biggest pigs from each
family and stuck them all together, rubbing crushed garlic on their mouths to keep them from biting each other.
And when they’d wanted to shoot our model fish pond, they’d brought baskets full of huge fish and loaded them
into the boats so it looked as if the fish had been drawn into the boats with nets.
The victory over Che post had not only been the proudest moment of our battalion, but of the entire division.
The division commander had even had the photo of the flag raising enlarged to the size of a double bed sheet and
displayed on the center wall of the division museum. The veterans of the engagement knew very well that it was
only a reenacted scene.. But raw recruits gazed admiringly at Vinh waving the Victory flag and thought the photo
had been taken on the spot, under enemy fire.
That still from the film was, admittedly, very beautiful: a People’s Army soldier standing dignified and
undaunted on top of the enemy’s headquarters. One artist used the photograph as a model for a drawing put on a
stamp to be distributed on Army Day. It was also featured in calenders, though after the veterans saw that they
began to mutter among themselves.
Finally, on Division Day, they approached the commissar. He shrugged and said that it was up to the artists to
decide what particular images and symbols should be used—it wasn’t possible to capture the entire division in
one photograph.
*
Twenty years passed. One day a director named T. Stevenson came to Vietnam to shoot a film called Blood
and Flowers. After visiting several studios to view films made during the war, he asked the Minister of Culture to
arrange interviews with those people who were in the sequences he wished to buy.
The ministry telephoned the army’s political department, which in turn rang up the division. By this time, the
old commanders had retired and their replacements believed it had been Vinh who’d advanced through enemy fire
to plant the flag on Che post. The division commander ordered his political officers to locate Vinh and bring him
to headquarters in order to meet Stevenson.
The original Blood and Fire was screened again, all over the country.
And everything Vinh told Stevenson fit the re-enactment filmed by the foreign comrade, as if it had all really
occurred. He managed to forget that at the time he had been glued to the earth, so filled with fear that he’d pissed
on his own soul.
Luat came to see me.
“Vinh must have thought we’d all died,” he said.
I tried to console him. “What earthly good can the truth of the matter do for us soldiers now?”
“If something that we saw with our own eyes can be distorted this way, then what can happen to other events
that happened fifty or a hundred years ago? I’ve written a letter to the Central Committee confirming that there
was no flag raising at Che post. Will you sign it?”
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“All right—I’ll sign.”
“Good. Add your rank, please, and the code word for our unit.”
I wrote it all down. Months later, I found out that Luat’s wife had had to sell their only pig in order to finance
Luat’s trips to visit his former comrades-in-arms and get their signatures. He made scores of copies of his letter
and sent them all to the appropriate agencies.
The whole division was thrown into an uproar. But no one dared take down the huge photograph hanging in
the Division Museum. And no one dared throw away the millions of stamps and thousands of calendars that had
been printed.
The division commander arranged a private meeting with us. He asked us not to put everyone into a quandary.
The attack against Che post had been the largest battle in the history of the division; it was the pride of the entire
unit. Although he couldn’t take down the photograph right at the moment, he assured us he would eventually find
a substitute.
But I was certain one would never be found, not in a hundred years. One day, Luat’s son rushed to my house.
“Uncle, there’s something wrong with my father’s stomach. He asked to see you before he went onto the
operating table.”
I cycled over to the hospital. Luat signaled to me to approach his bed. He grasped my hand firmly.
“You’re a writer. You should never write a half-truth or turn a lie into truth. You have to write what you saw:
there was no flag raising at Che post. Write it immediately and read it to me.”
“Don’t speak so ominously. A lie can’t be corrected in a day. But don’t worry, of course I’ll write about it.”
The operation was successful. Luat survived. The photo of Vinh waving the flag still hangs in the Division
Museum. And recently, Vinh was invited by Stevenson to visit the director’s country and talk about the flag
raising as a way of promoting Blood and Flowers.
He was lucky, that guy. If he’d been so mortified and humiliated when I’d asked him to give me his cartridge
belt and grenades that he’d gotten up and charged the loophole and blocked it with his body, he wouldn’t have
been alive now to brag to foreigners.
Abroad, how can people know that Vinh pissed on his own soul and his trousers were only a prop?\fn{ I.e.,
concealing the fact that he was a coward and, in the vernacular, “had no balls at all.” }
24.83 In The Recovery Room\fn{by Mai Kim Ngoc (1937-

)}

Hue, Thua Thien Province, Vietnam (M) 8

“Thanks for coming to see me. Thanks for everything. There’s no one to talk to in this hospital; it gets lonely.
“You lived in Hue for a long time, no? Back when you came to visit Dung, you were in ninth grade, weren’t
you? Time flies. Now even your kids are married. Me, I’m old, so old.
“What time will they operate on me tomorrow, do you know? Is it eight? Maybe the nurse will wake me up
before then.
“That nurse Kelly came to prepare me for the operation a while ago. She was shaving me, and she said the hair
on my chest was denser than on a true American. She used up two Bic shavers to do the job. You don’t know how
many women have fallen for this chest of hair, what a shame.
“With you, I can talk about anything. Our relationship is kind of strange, don’t you think? I know you’re
different from me in many ways, but you still respect me. The other thing is, since you married Trang, you should
be addressing me as father.
“But I think you and I, we can’t be calling each other dad and son, not only because we’re used to calling each
other uncle and nephew before, when you were still finishing high school. But I feel that it would ruin our
relationship if we were to call each other dad and son.
“Between uncle and nephew, we can talk about everything, including stuff about men and women. Fathers and
sons have their problems, it’s not like they can be totally open with each other. Trang’s the same way. She’s
always treating me as though outside of my duties as a father, I have no other life. She’s always resented me. She
doesn’t say more than a thousand words to me in a year, shorter than a page of your short stories.
“Sit, do sit down.”
“I’m not afraid of dying. I’m going to live longer than those they say have the longevity of Co Lai Hy. You
know, when you took me to Dr. Hung, I had not wanted to have an operation. But all of you told me to go ahead
with the operation. My friends at the Elderly Association too. They’re like you, they keep saying I may be old but
I still have a strong body, with the heart of someone in his fifties, the cancer growth is still new, get rid of it and
I’d be all right. After the operation, I’d still have enough of my lungs left to live on, easily. Of course, I’d have to
give up tennis, but I’ll still be able to do all other things.
“Are you laughing at me? I know what you’re thinking. Are you laughing because I said ‘other things’? You’re
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like Trang, always accusing me of being a playboy. Heaven gives me strength; Heaven gives me more life force
than other people; even if I didn’t want to, I’d still have to be a playboy.
“But I’m only a playboy because I love my wife, you know. Look at her, all these years, she’s never been
anything but skin and bones. That’s why after she gave birth to Trang, I had to abstain. Back then there was no
medicine, abstaining meant going with the moon; in a whole month, only the four days before and the four days
afterward would be safe. The stuff between wife and husband, I volunteered to cut back to a fourth of what’s
normal. But if you love your wife, that’s what you have to do. ‘Qui veut aller loin menage sa monture,’ the
French used to say. You’ve been in America for too long, you probably don’t remember your French. It just means
on a long road, you must let your horse rest. Husband and wife, we have a hundred years together. You can’t just
be hopping on, galloping always, no horse can stand it.
“Oh, I forget, your French is still very good. I remember when I dropped that wonderful aphorism in front of
my wife, you understood it and told me to be careful or she would be sad.
“Trang thinks you’re sensitive. But I think that it’s not always a good thing to be sensitive. I’ll be frank, your
sensitivity can make life so dull.
“That story about the horse on a long road, your aunt didn’t mind, she even liked it. Don’t you remember, at
the dinner table that day, there were people who didn’t understand, I had to point directly at my wife to introduce
her clearly: Voici ma monture. She didn’t protest, she even smiled.
“You think she laughed out of embarrassment, or to hide her sadness? Your kids are married but you still don’t
understand women. Women like to be squashed, they like to be mounted, don’t you know? They told me so
“You’re blushing again
“You look just like your wife when you scrunch up your nose like that. I know you two think of me as a dirty
old man.
“So you want to talk about something else, huh? OK then. We can talk about literature. Oh, I read your story
about Hue carefully. Can I be frank?
“You write from the outside, as though someone not from Hue was writing about Hue. How can you write
about the River of Perfume without writing about the sampans of Hue?
“Please, don’t argue with this poor man. I’m old but not senile.
“Sure, you wrote about the sampans, but you were still too chaste about it. You didn’t get at the heart of what
the sampans meant. You didn’t write about spending the night on a sampan. That’s bad.
“The story about the sampan on the Perfume River is like a riec fish from the pond; you get one out, it would
still be thrashing about, its mouth still gasping for air, its scales lustrous like silver, its fins flapping like the wings
of a sparrow. Instead of serving it raw for me to eat in a salad, you prepared it as a stuffed dead fish with glazed
eyes and a stiff body; worse yet, it no longer smells like a fish. It’s like a fish to put in an aquarium for display in
the living room.
“You’ve never experienced it? You’ve never set foot on a sampan? So you were still a virgin then. Poor Trang.
That means my little daughter’s wedding night didn’t amount to much. What can you do if both bride and groom
are so clueless?
“Back to literature. Since you have no life experience, I’ll give you some. Let me tell you about the first time I
went on a sampan. Only the first time now. Ha, ha, what those damn poets often refer to as the first steps.
“You have to imagine Hue of the old days, before you were born, Hue in my time, Hue from the times of Les
Amis du Vieux Hue. I was a philosophy major at Khai Oinh then, just engaged to your aunt. She was a princess, a
mandarin’s daughter, a beauty queen of the capital, sheltered behind closed doors and high walls, from a very
strict family. But after the engagement, Trang’s maternal family relaxed. We were always chaperoned when we
went to the movies. But whenever I came by their house, they basically left us alone.
“When there were adult visitors, Trang’s grandmother, pretending she needed the living room for the elders,
allowed her daughter to receive her husband-to-be in her room upstairs. Sure we kept the door ajar, but we were
pretty free, because the staircase had several wooden steps that squeaked, and no one in the family would just
barge into anyone else’s room.
“But our liberty had its limits. After such visits, I would go home in so much pain. It would be better had there
been no freedom at all, a halfway kind of freedom is just painful. These things, it’s better to go without
completely. That’s kinder than allowing people to taste just a little; you can smell it, but you’re left wanting.
“You’re blushing again. You and Trang are such a perfect couple, always scrunching your faces up whenever I
speak of pleasures. But you two aren’t all that innocent, how many kids do you have, six or seven … and what
about you guys popping out three kids in two years? Such hypocrites.
“I’m only kidding, don’t hold a grudge against me. Let me start my story.
“Once after I visited my fiancée, I was neither satisfied nor hungry. I decided to go on a sampan. You have to
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know: in my situation back then, that was no easy decision.
“I had some precocious friends, and I knew from them that the sampans on the Perfume River were floating
hotel rooms, and in each of those rooms there would he a woman ready to sell what a man wanted to buy. When I
heard my friends’ stories, I imagined the cabins in the sampans to be secretive places that held all the mystery and
seduction of the forbidden fruits from ancient days.
“I had several dreams about the things that were inside such sampans, scenes of comfortable bedding, soft
music, women as beautiful as mythical ghosts: I couldn’t remember their faces when I woke up, all I remembered
were the bodies and limbs as delicate as a pine branch with starkly white bark, and I remembered that uneasy
feeling of being both ashamed and proud of being a man. Sometimes, I would dream about your aunt on the
sampan, and completing the path to ecstasy with her which I had to abandon during the day. At such times, I’d
wake up and feel real guilty toward my fiancée. And to make up for it, I tried to keep my virginity for my wife.
“But that night, after I left Trang’s grandfather’s house, I was determined to go on a sampan. Maybe because
there was a full moon. You work in the sciences, maybe you understand the reason.
“It’s true, you know, when there was a full moon, I just couldn’t sleep, even now, at my age, it’s still like that
sometimes. Even if I am lying down inside, without being able to see the moon, I feel something outside is calling
me. It’s as if I’m in tune with the moon’s occult influences and have to struggle with suppressed passions that no
longer have any shape or form. But that’s being too poetic. Don’t think I am getting metaphysical or mystical on
you. Actually, the darkest impulse is when you want sex but you can’t have it.
“You say the moon has its own pull? You’re probably right. ‘Cause I’d read somewhere that originally man
was a fish. Perhaps in a full moon, the blood in the heart and the veins suddenly is reminded of its ancient roots,
which is the sea, and just like the sea, it boils over with sexual desire, like a tidal wave. Huh. Maybe heaven gave
me blood that’s more sensitive to the moon than all these feeble men.
“But let me continue the story of sleeping on the sampan.
“I was going past the docks at Thua Phu, the pine trees at the end of the garden caught my eyes. Like I told
you, every time I saw a pine tree with the white bark under the moonlight, I thought of naked women. But this
time I wasn’t thinking of just women in general, I was thinking about your aunt, not totally naked, only halfnaked, like what was tacitly permissible during those days between two people who have been promised to each
other.
“I went straight to the sampans moored under the branches of the ancient tree. I called out to the sampan
anchored at the outer edge. The second time I called out, I heard sheets and blankets being moved, then at last a
woman’s sleepy voice invited me aboard.
“I must confess that the moment I stepped into the cabin, my dreams were shattered. I only saw how poor and
tattered everything was. The flower of sin didn’t seem as magical as I had expected, and the scene inside the
sampan seemed disorderly and old, like the dirty intestines of a capital city. From the damp smell of the blankets
to the wrinkled clothes of the woman, everything was repulsive to me. I wanted to go back on shore, regretting
that I had rented the sampan for the entire night rather than by the hour. But the woman had rowed the boat out to
the middle of the river. She rowed upstream toward the White Tiger Bridge. When she had reached some distance,
she anchored the boat and crawled into the cabin with me.
“As if she was trying to create some kind of atmosphere, she sang for me. She sang the song A Thousand Miles
of Our Nation. She didn’t have a voice, the singing was aimless and overwrought, desperate for the support of a
lute or a clapping block. Her tiredness seemed to mock the noble content of the song, and it was outrageously
funny that she should compare herself to Princess Tran Huyen Tran, Empress of Champa.\fn{ The Kingdom of Champa
was founded by the Chams, an Indonesian people, about the second century AD, and was finally overcome by the Vietnamese about 1470 .}
“I sat quietly to listen to her sing, not finding it any good, but I was thinking of her pitiful attempt at being fair,
to give me my money’s worth. I was reminded of the woman who was my neighbor at my apartment, a housewife who liked to sing poetry, but without any talent whatsoever. I hung on to the out-of-sync singing of the
woman on the Perfume River as something banal, thus normal, in order to domesticate the vulgar environment.
“The repulsion subsided, I felt the pressure lessening, and I began to feel pity. I relaxed and the woman too
relaxed. When I admitted it was my first time on a sampan, she became very happy, thinking my impassivity was
due to shyness. With more confidence, she helped me enthusiastically like a kindergarten teacher breaking in a
new student. Thanks to her attentiveness and professionalism, the merchandise was consumed at last.
“A while later, lying next to her, I looked out at the river. The moon had moved up high, but it was faint as a
red ball in the mist. It was quiet around, and I was surprised to feel a sense of comfort spreading throughout my
body. I thought things between a man and a woman, if they happened in a romantic situation, or gracefully, or
with total understanding, would be so satisfying, wonderful. But when it’s so naked, so unromantic, without love,
without mutual understanding as it was between me and the prostitute, it was, in fact, not all that bad. More or
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less, you can say it was pleasing. I must state that straight out.
“She leaned on her elbow, tilted her head to look at me. She said, ‘What are you thinking, Brother? Men who
have just lost their virginity are so funny. Look at you lying there so dazed, you’re so lovely. I’m telling you the
truth.’
“Then suddenly, she leaned over, kissed me on the mouth. The stench of her breath spread over my face, and
under the egg-shaped lamp in the corner of the boat, I could see her yellowed and dirty row of teeth. Now I was
feeling filthy. I was able earlier to repress the repulsion I was feeling, but now it came up again. I felt
overwhelmed by the stench of human sweat, of filth, of semen from all the men who had been on the sampan,
who had used the sheets and mats, who had used the woman’s body before. From the damp fabric of the pillow, I
could smell the stench of dried saliva that had collected there for who knows how long. My stomach was boiling
like a man who had swallowed poison. I thought of the woman’s kiss, and her slippery tongue that felt like an
uncooked fish, and the bile came up from my throat and filled up my mouth.
“I got up and rushed to the side of the sampan and threw up all over. My stomach was all knotted up as though
it wanted to wring all of its contents out. In the cold night, I heard the sound of my vomit plopping into the water,
the vulgar sound of man’s pitiful essence. My blood was pulsating in my temples, but beating quite slowly, and
getting slower and slower, as though about to stop. My limbs were listless; I collapsed on my back. I was freezing.
It was a cold coming from the pit of my stomach, like bits of ice cubes were traveling through my veins. It was as
if I had left my body and could see myself lying dead on the wood surface at the bottom of the sampan, and the
mist had covered most of the surface of the river, and there were just a few lights still flickering among the fishing
boats on the far side. I thought I was about to die, and death seemed comfortable and there was nothing to be
scared of.
“Somewhere in the fog, a heron let out a lonely cry. The cry roused me, and I thought I was dying a silent,
shameful death. I sat up; my youth was violently and desperately protesting against the coldness and death that
was invading both my spirit and my body.
“Suddenly someone stuck a pin into the flesh around my tailbone, the sharp pain woke me up. A pair of hands
started to massage my chest. I could smell eucalyptus balm, and the pair of hands went on to massage my back,
my belly, my arms and legs. There was warmth wherever the hands went, and I felt soothed as life reentered my
body through the warmth. Half awake, half dead, I imagined your aunt’s aristocratic face fussing over me, and I
closed my eyes, believing I would be revived. Although I had a splitting headache, I was happy for it, as if the
pain was chasing death and the coldness away.
“I finally came to. Under my back I felt the sand that had collected on the mat, from the shoes of all those men
who had been there before, I suppose. I knew I was in the cabin, she must have dragged me in there. I could smell
again the odor of the sheets. The stench coming from the pillow invaded my nostrils, but instead of being
revolted, I inhaled it, instinctively. I felt a sweetness in my lungs. The stench was no longer a stench, but an
emblem of life, its vitality. I welcomed it with the joy of someone returning from the frigid land of the dead.
“I opened my eyes. The prostitute was using a colonial coin to rub more eucalyptus balm into my back. You
know that coin? It’s about the size of a dollar coin, but it was red copper. It must have been hard for her, her shirt
was soaking wet and stuck to her flat chest, and her forehead glistened with sweat. I reached up to undo the
buttons of her shirt. I looked at her pair of breasts, they were beginning to wilt like lotus at the end of summer,
and I thought they were beautiful. Without seeming to pay attention to me directly, she said, ‘My little brother’s
awake.’
“I asked her about the scar on the right breast, at about the nine o'clock position, real round, a star with eight
points. She went on to rub the eucalyptus balm on me, and said, ‘The Legionnaire burnt Elder Sister with a
cigarette.’ Her voice stayed calm, as though she was talking about an insignificant cut on her finger that had
happened long before while she was preparing food, and she seemed to be concentrating only on my well-being.
“Under the light of the egg-shaped lamp she had just turned up, the prostitute seemed different somehow, not
only because she had changed the way she was addressing me, referring to herself now as my older sister rather
than a younger one. She smiled, her teeth were dry and her lips were taut, like those of a harvest girl under the
midday sun in July. The lips and teeth weren’t so repulsive anymore, like they had been just a few hours earlier,
but they now reminded me of a pleasant time when I was inspecting the rice stalks in my grandfather’s fields in a
summer afternoon.
“All of a sudden, she changed. It wasn’t the light from the egg-shaped lamp any more, but it was some inner
light that glowed on her face, showing off a beauty that had been hidden before, in her hair, her ears, her eyes, her
nose, on the skin of her cheeks, on her eyebrows. She looked exactly like, not my fiancée, but the cousin who
took care of me whenever I visited my mother’s family in the country. She and I had been close since we were
kids, and we stayed close even when we got older, to the point of worrying our mothers.
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“Why are you staring at me like that? Don’t get I any wrong ideas. I am not one to commit incest. Even in the
middle of nature, even though we both weren’t unfa- miliar with scenes of pigs, roosters and chickens coupling all
over the place on my grandmother’s farm. During full- moon nights when I went with her to bathe in the spring, I
never had any bad thoughts. Looking at her in her wet clothes under the moon, I only thought how beautiful she
was and decided that when I was older, I would marry someone just as beautiful.
“Back to the prostitute. She said, ‘Listen to me, little brother, stop going to whores.’
“The word ‘whores’ made me uncomfortable, but I was too tired to argue, so I closed my eyes and went back
to sleep. When she pulled the cover up to my chin, I smelled again the human odor that had accumulated there
and felt the heat of the eucalyptus balm on my back, chest and lower belly, and it was very soothing. You could
call it a kind of happiness.
“Near morning, I opened my eyes and she was still sitting there, watching over me. She went to the gas stove
at the end of the sampan to heat up the chicken soup she must have brought the night before. I thought her custom
was to offer her guests a bowl of chicken soup. When I finished the one bowl, she poured out the rest of the soup
for me. ‘Eat, little brother, get your strength back. I’m not hungry,’ she told me. After I finished, I was sweating,
and she dried me with a cloth, then rubbed more balm on me.
“When I woke up again, the sampan had docked, and the woman had left. I got dressed and crawled out of the
cabin, realizing I was at the Dong Ba instead of the Thua Phu docks. I was sorry I couldn’t say goodbye to her.
“I walked along the river toward the market and thought the morning was very refreshing, and life beautiful. I
felt much more at ease than before I had gone on that sampan. What’s stranger still, I felt even more at ease than
when I had left my fiancee’s home. I thought, because of the woman on the Perfume River, I had learned so many
new things, from the bestial but calming pleasure after you’ve made love, to the devastating coldness of someone
who had just died, to the unexpected sweetness of sweat odor once I had been revived. I couldn’t believe a
person’s face, even a prostitute’s face, could be so tender and noble, like an angel’s.
“Funny how I thought the prostitute resembled the French woman who taught me French. It wasn’t that her
face looked like the face of my teacher, because my teacher was not only sophisticated but also very young, very
attractive. She resembled her just because the French woman used to teach me about life’s beauty through her
language lectures.
“The thing was, she was bound by theories of syntax and grammar. Maybe her language was too formal, too
academic, so when she talked to her students about the preciousness of life, real life had already wilted and died
in her lectures. There was no way she could have taught me that when you come back from the dead, the most
miserable life could be as beautiful as a dream, and the human odor in the sheets and covers could be as sweet as
the best fresh orange juice.
“You think I’m being flowery? Surely, I’m not always vulgar, and I am capable of good thoughts about
women. I can praise women with words just as pure as the ones in your corny novels.
“That”s not true?
“So you resent me. You don’t want to write my story. You’re being circuitous, but I still understand you think
that my viewpoint is an affront to the dignity of women. You think I’m wrong, considering a prostitute as a lady
and a proper lady like a prostitute. But who’s a proper lady? Are you talking about your aunt or the French
teacher?
“Your tongue’s sharp, like Trang’s. Funny how only you two dare to be so disrespectful of me. No matter, it’s
what I was thinking at the time.
“When I was walking past the Dong Ba market, the smell coming from Café Phan made me hungry. The two
bowls of chicken soup the woman gave me had been digested. I went inside, ordered a coffee and a sandwich, but
when I reached inside my pocket, my wallet was gone. I rushed back to the dock, but the sampan wasn’t there
anymore. I remembered that during the night, when I was nearly awake, I had seen her messing with my clothes,
which I had thrown all over the cabin.
“I thought of the word ‘whore’ which she had used to call herself, and I considered reporting her to the police.
But I changed my mind. Still being romantic, I thought she was the embodiment of life. I promised myself not to
report her. Who would be stupid enough to hand life over to the police?
“In the end, I had to go to the police, because of all the papers and money I had in my wallet. A week later, a
policeman came to my house and asked me to go to the station to identify the culprit. I wasn’t home, so the police
left a warrant for me. I thought I’d go to the station to reclaim my wallet, give her some money and ask the police
to let her go.
“But the following day, the Japanese staged a coup against the French, and I couldn’t make it to the police
station until a week later. The French police chief had been thrown in jail with a bunch of assistants. The police
were being reorganized under the Tran Trong Kim regime, and everyone was busy with a new order, a new
244

national anthem, a new flag, no one remembered whether the thieving prostitute had been released or whether she
had been handed over to the Japanese police, to be sent to a whorehouse for Japanese soldiers. The books had
been burned, and no one knew how to find her.
“You need to go to work now? Go on. Come back this afternoon if you’re free.”
*
“Tung, about my operation … do you think there’s any danger? I’ll live, right? Tell me the truth. You already
know I am not afraid of dying. I wasn’t even afraid when I almost died on the sampan that night. I was just cold, it
was the coldness of the dead.
“And now, it’s cold even among the living. Look at these sheets. The Americans clean them so well, they’re so
white. I can only smell detergent on it.
“Tung, give me a glass of wine. It’s on the table. I had to beg for it. The doctor had to order the nurses,
reasoning that a bit of wine tonight would actually be helpful. Do you like wine? I love it, back when I was sent to
France for work. There’s nothing as wonderful as a good bottle of wine and a tray with all kinds of cheese.
“By the way, Tung, these sheets and blankets … how many people do you think have used them? Some are
dead, some still alive. Some had internal wounds, some external … even women needing gynecological care …
“But there isn’t a drop of blood from the guy in a car accident, not a stain from a mother just before she gives
birth, not even a urine stain from an old man, half-paralyzed. Everything is so white and smells so good.
“I understand what you’re saying. Sure, they have to sterilize it, to make sure there’s no contamination. But it’s
so sterilized, washed so clean, there’s nothing left of the lives that have passed through here, the people who have
used these blankets and sheets before me.
“I feel that I am going to die. Don’t worry about me saying such a thing. Between us, uncle and nephew, there
is nothing we can’t talk about. I am not saying evil things.
“There are a lot of premonitions. First, in the past year, I have seen almost all the women who have slept with
me. Maybe a hundred. Each in a different job, a different situation, and each of them has disappointed me when
we saw each other again. No one is doing badly. You can even say some are pretty successful. But when I see my
old lovers’ faces, I notice that what had mesmerized me in the past, whether it’s in the comer of their eyes, or their
smile or their mannerism, had all been washed out by what they’ve gone through after we split up, washed out to
the point where I can’t even recognize them. In their old age they have lost whatever that was distinctive about
them, so that they all look the same, as if they’re sisters.
“Actually, it’s not that I’m disappointed with them, it’s more with life. You don’t understand? It’s like this,
each of these women, until we met again, represented a path my life could have taken. Each of them, had I lived
with them longer, would have led me toward different pleasures, different discoveries about life. A traveler can’t
turn at every crossroads, but once he’s home, he still has the pleasure of knowing the world promises other things
he has not seen, which he can see later. But when you find out every road leads to Rome, you’re bound to be
disappointed.
“The trouble with me when I meet these old lovers again is just that. An old woman is just an old woman. At
the end of your life, it doesn’t matter which old woman you end up with. How many people can still find the
earlier distinctiveness in their old woman?\fn{ Did my step-father think this; was this what was behind the automatic dismissive
irritation in his voice, the few times I heard him snap at his wife in the last couple of years of their 75 year old marriage? Oh, we must find
the cause of this world-wide anger; somewhere, within the matrix of the Protocol of World Peace, somewhere within that structure it is
hidden, waiting to be discovered. I know it is:H}

“This premonition, I think the Americans call it a flashback, the fact that just before dying, people see their
entire life flashing in front of them for a few seconds: my own flashback is slower. It has lasted this whole past
year, and all has to do with women, but it’s still a flashback. And once you have a flashback, you’re dying, no?
“The second premonition? ‘m not forgetting. I’m just not sure you want to listen to my stories anymore.
“The second premonition is like this. Mine is a terminal disease, but since we discovered it early enough, I can
still recover completely, but I don’t care that much, I don’t feel the will to fight death, like the night I was struck
with a lover’s seizure on the sampan.
“Partly it’s because everything is so clean. You’re a writer, I’m sure you understand what I’m saying. All of a
sudden, people treat me so cleanly. “Before you came in, I pinched the nurse’s ass, that blue-eyed, blond-haired
nurse, Kelly.
“What’re you so alarmed about? What’s a little pinch on the ass? It’s not going to kill anyone. I didn’t pinch so
that it hurts, just so it becomes an issue. Anyway, there’s a part you ought to be alarmed about, I haven’t gotten
there yet, you’re so quick …
“What’s important was that I expected her to scream, to shout at me or even to slap my face. But no, all she did
was to give me this severe expression and tell me what I did was against the rules of the hospital. She dealt with
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my action in the same mindless way she goes about her other business, correcting me in the same mindless way
she might fix the machine pumping salt water into my body.\fn{ He is referring to an intrevenous feed of lactate connected to
a vein in his arm.}
“Relatives aren’t any better. Just before she leaves, your aunt tried to reassure me by saying the operation will
be a success. Not a word of complaint about my past mistakes, about my gambling habits, my affairs, my dallying
with the maid, all those things, true or imagined because of jealousy, things that just a few years ago, she was still
reproaching me with.
“Sure, things that might be considered good about me, your aunt hadn’t mentioned in years. But since I
became ill, she doesn’t even mention my bad habits. She acts like all these years of living together have been just
as clean as the white sheet on this bed—as if nothing’s happened.
“That wife of yours, Trang, is the same way, she’s pretending the operation tomorrow is as simple as a kid
getting a tooth out: I’m always a stellar father, and she’s never suffered or lost face because of her dad, not a
reproach, you know. Her filial respect is as cold and sterile as the hospital bed.
“Tung, my dear, you understand me now, don’t you? See, the problem is, everything is so clean, so clean it’s
like life’s been purged of its spirit.
“I like talking to you very much. Maybe you don’t agree with me, but always, you’re there listening. On this
trip, I am going to miss only you.
“Sit still, let me finish. I love you like a friend. When you first got engaged to Trang, I took care of things for
you, so that you two would not have to suffer like I did, or like your aunt did back then. Many times I sent the
whole family to the movies, just so you two could be free. When you got married, I had to look allover Saigon for
the Double Red ginseng roots I gave Trang to take to Da Lat. You’re Western-educated, you don’t believe it, but a
honeymoon without ginseng roots wouldn’t be much of a honeymoon.
“You’re blushing again. Actually, it’s good you’re blushing. You must have red blood running in your heart or
you can’t blush. A robot made of aluminum and steel, welding car frames twenty-four hours a day for Toyota
can’t possibly blush.
“They say when the bamboo is old, there will be bamboo shoots. To tell the truth, it’s over for my generation.
Sometimes it gets depressing to think that I am living in your times. The men are as soft as women, and the
women are cold as ice cubes.
“You want to go so I can rest, huh? Or have I upset you? Maybe you’ve had it with a dirty old man’s tales? It is
actually getting late. You go home. Go home and rest. Me too, I’ll try to sleep some, get ready for the operation
tomorrow. It’s a joy to talk to you.”
*
“Oh, Tung, you’re here already. The operation was a success. Maybe I’m still too drugged up; I’m not feeling
much pain. They just came to take the breathing tubes out. If you’d come just a bit earlier, I wouldn’t have been
able to talk to you, the tubes were still in my throat.
“What time is it, do you know? Six o’clock, already? It’s amazing, the way they put me to sleep. I slept like I
was dead, didn’t know anything. When I woke up, I just felt my throat burning a little. That other time when I
went on that sampan and almost died, I actually felt cold. I didn’t this time. Absolutely not, as though in all those
hours, I’d been neither dead nor alive. I wasn’t sleeping either because if I had been sleeping, I would have
dreamt.
“I woke up easily, so easily. Just like they said. American surgeons are truly good.
“But I still feel like I am going to die. The operation went well but I don’t feel glad. I do not feel completely
revived.
“The last time on the sampan … oh, I remember that incredible sharp pain when she poked the hairpin into my
tailbone. I remember the smell of eucalyptus, the human odor, the smell of life. It’s so good. Now all there is is
the smell of fabric washed clean with detergent.
“You remember the hospital at home, don’t you? The smell of cresyl, of iodine, each time you visit someone in
the hospital, it gets soaked into your skin; your clothes would smell like the hospital for days. Things had scent
and taste in my youth …
“I thank you, very much. It’s because you’re a writer, I can talk to you about these things. Others wouldn’t
listen at all …
“Don’t worry, when I feel tired, when I need to rest, I’ll let you know. I want to ask you something. You think I
shamed my wife, huh? I wasn’t decent to her, huh?
“I wasn’t decent about that stuff, huh? All that stuff, like the thing about riding a horse. Anyway, let’s forget it,
you haven’t opened your mouth, I already know what you want to say. You’re just like that wife of yours, always
giving me that sensitivity stuff. I’m pretty ridiculous too, old as I am and still asking kids about things I know all
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too well already anyway.’
“But I have one favor to ask of you. You’re a doctor, you’re a gerontologist, you have many occasions to help
me. Please look for Luyen for me. The other day, at the Elderly Association, I heard that she ended up marrying a
Japanese man, now her husband has died, she’s moved to California, but I don’t know where. Luyen is about my
age, or maybe five or seven years older in fact, but now, between seventy-one and seventy-five, seventy-six, the
difference isn’t all that big of a deal. I’m sure that if she hears of your reputation as a gerontologist, she’ll come to
see you.
“Do I have a photo of her? Don’t be ridiculous. Who’s gonna give a souvenir photo after a night on a sampan?
I can’t even remember her face. And even if I did remember, it’d be of no use. Who doesn’t change in half a
century?
“But she has a scar in the shape of a star with eight points—the two top parts shorter. The scar is right on the
nine o’clock position, on her right breast; the Legionnaire who burnt her with a cigarette was left-handed.
“Perhaps she’s wrongly accused, you know. Maybe when she was folding my clothes, the wallet had already
fallen out. She might have found it and picked it up. Perhaps she gave in to temptation and kept it, perhaps she
hadn’t had a chance to return it and I already went to the police.
“What a pity, that bowl of chicken soup. It wasn’t until later that I found out the prostitutes on the Perfume
River believed in eating chicken soup right after they’ve turned a trick as a tonic, to recover the lost female
energy. And to think that she gave up her portion for me so I could regain my strength.
“It would be like looking for a needle in a haystack, but if you run into her, do whatever you can to help her,
for me. I’ve set aside some of my savings, I put it in the bottom of my drawer. Trang knows where. And if she
doesn’t want to take money, make sure she accepts my gratitude. You tell her that I am very sorry I reported her to
the police.
“You say I’m a romantic. Romantic, my ass, I’m not that silly. But you’re not talking about that? All right, you
don’t have to say anything more. You don’t even have to exhale before I know what you’re thinking. You’re
picking on me because I said ‘gratitude,’ right? You’re thinking it’s time I set my priorities straight, that a word
like ‘gratitude’ should be reserved for your aunt. I read your black heart, didn’t I?
“You writers can split a hair into four pieces. Of course, there’s no attachment from sleeping on a sampan. It’s
just that I got on a roll yesterday and remembered an old story. When I babble on like that I don’t always choose
the right words. But you must admit I’ve always tried to be fair to everyone. That’s all.
“Wow, now the larvae is wiser than the insect. What are you saying? My heart is pure, nonetheless, it’s only
my mouth that’s evil? Do you really feel that way, or are you just trying to console me? What did you say?
Karma? When did you become a Buddhist? You’re still talking good and evil with me, even at this time? Why
don’t you go ahead and talk about ‘redemption’?
“Enough said between uncle and nephew.
“Let me be. I’m just closing my eye to rest, don’t worry.
“But this air conditioner is on full blast. Don’t you feel cold? You’re not shaking? I am so cold. I’m cold from
way inside. Like there are tiny ice cubes traveling in my veins. Give me another blanket, they keep extra ones in
that closet, in the comer of the room, over there.
“What … why are you so agitated?
“Why did you ring the bell for the nurse? The hospital attendants are all around my bed now, this one rushing
to turn on this machine, that one rushing to turn on that machine, so much clamor and confusion. What is this?
“Get rid of them for me, please. I’m chasing them out, but none of them is listening to me …
“Why are you crying? What kind of man are you, so ready with tears? You speak good English, why don’t you
help me send them away?
“These hospital attendants are so rude. This is my private room yet they’re treating it like it’s empty. They’re
crowding around my bed...
“Who’s the old man on my bed? He’s in a coma, his chest is bandaged all over. They’re giving him shots,
they’re breathing into his mouth, they’re pushing the breathing machine over to him. They’re pumping electricity
into his body. They are pushing the button; he’s shocked, bending his body upward like someone with dengue
fever; now he’s throwing himself back down. It’s like an emergency room scene in an American movie. Someone
is shining a light into his eyes and shaking his head …
“But the patient looks so familiar, like I’ve seen him every day but I’m not sure where …
“Damn, he’s me.
“Tung, my dear, they’re pulling a blanket over my face.
“The American hospital blanket doesn’t smell of anything. I can’t even smell the detergent on it. Heaven, if
only I had Luyen’s blanket. I want it so badly; if I can just smell the eucalyptus, the odor of sweat, the saliva,
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Luyen’s odor … oh, the odor of life …
“But listen to me carefully. I don’t have much time left. Try to find Luyen for me. Luyen with the scar on the
right breast, around the nine o’clock position.
“Because the Legionnaire was left-handed …”
145.40 A Story For Lovers\fn{by Tran Thi Thu Van aka Nha Ca (1939(F) 4

)}

Hue, Thua Thien-Hue Province, Vietnam

Diem parked her bicycle in front of her uncle’s house and rang the bell. Cousin Be Ty ran out smiling with a
rattan basket in her arms.
“Cousin Diem! Come in and pray with us!"” Diem shook her head violently.
“No, I’ve got to get back home. Tomorrow morning I’ll come by to visit Aunt and Uncle and my cousins to
wish them a happy new year. We’re praying at my house, too, today.” Cousin Be Ty stared at Diem’s hand firmly
gripping the handlebars of her bicycle.
“Oh, that’s nice! You’re wearing a ring! Getting married in the new year?” Diem lowered her eyes shyly.\
“Yes.”
“Let me be a bride’s maid!”
“Yes, please.”
“Aren’t you afraid your friends will laugh at you when they see you wearing a ring?”
“Phan gave it to me.” Cousin Be burst into laughter.
“You’re supposed to wear one after you get married. Now everyone will talk! Will you still be going to
school?” Diem’s face darkened.
“I’m not sure. Phan’s papa says I should continue.”
“You monkey! How can you study there?” Diem put on her conical hat.
“I have to go home. Mama’s waiting. Today we’re praying at the house.”
She turned her bike, made a circle around the yard and climbed on the saddle. She adjusted the skirt of her ao
dai,\fn{The traditional Vietnamese garment consisting of a long dress, tight-fitting on the top and slit from the waist down on both sides,
and worn over loose trousers colored white or black. } tying the back panel to the back of the bicycle seat and wrapping the
front between her legs. Then, jerking her hair out of her face, she pedaled off, traveling at an easy pace.
It took some effort for Diem to worm her way off Tran Hung Dao Street along Nguyen Hoang Park close to the
bridge by the flower market. All she could see were the golden plum branches rising high above the heads of the
crowd. She rode across Trang Tien bridge, turned by the Post Office and went down some smaller roads to Doat
Lane. She was certain if she went down that street at this time she would see Phan.
Doat Lane was the emptiest and also the most beautiful street. She would never forget the twilights there when
she and Phan rode their bicycles side-by-side and talked. Nor could she forget their fear and embarrassment as
they turned to ride apart from each other, one slowing down, the other pedaling faster, whenever a stranger came
their way.
There were numerous vestiges of their love’s history on this little road. Like the day she came riding down the
lane and the chain of her bicycle fell off. She herself propped up the bike and tried to fix it, but to no avail.
Fortunately Phan lived nearby and it was not hard to make his acquaintance. Half an hour later, Diem was on her
way home. It was evening and the street lights were on. Phan escorted her from behind As she approached home,
she slowed down and said, hiding her face behind her conical hat,
“Thank you. I’m home.” And she rode into the alley of Chinese tea shrubs. Later Phan told her that he fell in
love with her from that day, when the panels of her long dress and the bicycle were lost behind the green, cleanly
pruned trees.
Going past Phan’s house, she did not dare look inside, but she knew he would see her. She lowered her head so
that her hat covered all but two tufts of hair falling by her shoulders. But she waited, her cheeks growing warm.
“Diem.”
“Yah.”
“Where’ve you been?”
“I took some fruit to my uncle’s to offer to the ancestors. Mama sent me there.”
“Where are you going now?”
“Back home.”
Their talk was uneventful, but Diem found it very familiar, as if she had known beforehand what he would ask.
Every time it was the same. The two rode from Doat Lane, winding down Nguyen Hue Street past the Office of
Public Works and down Tran Thuc Nhan Street. But this time it was different. Phan spoke on.
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“I’ll just take you to Ben Ngu garden and come back by the bridge where it’s dark. Today, my family is doing
its New Year’s Eve prayers.”
“Same with us.”
“I’ll come by the morning of the second, okay? New Years I’m going to Truoi, where grandpa lives.”
“Yah.” He looked at her hand scratching the handlebar.
“Diem.”
“Yah.”
“You’re wearing the ring?” She threw him a quick glance, then winked.
“That’s weird!” Phan smiled and lowered his eyes a little.
“Tomorrow I’ll start wearing mine too.”
“Oh, that’s really weird! You’re going to start imitating me?”
“What’s weird about that?”
“It’s so crazy! Move away! We might run into somebody!”
“So what?” Phan responded softly as he turned away. “We’re almost married “
Diem pushed her hat back on her head and looked over to where Doat Lane met Nguyen Hue Street.
“Mama says wait until we get married.”
“Those old women!”
“Haven’t you noticed? Every time you come over, she makes you go out for water or to do this or that … ah,
could you come over today for prayers?”
“No. Papa’ll give me hell. The altar is set up today. My uncle is doing the offerings at noon. It’s at my house
tonight.”
“Too bad.”
“Huh.”
Phan’s hand strayed from his bicycle to take hers. Diem remained still, but shook her head hard.
“You do that and we might fall. Tsk! Crazy!” Phan’s finger explored her ring finger.
“Em.”
“Yah, what, Anh?”\fn{Em (younger sister) and anh (elder brother) are terms of endearment used by intimates. }
“Do you care about me?”
“Always. If this ring should ever fall off my finger, I’ll die.”
“You won’t take it off and throw it in the Perfume River or up on Ngu Mountain, will you?”
“No way!”
“Em!”
“What, Anh?”
“Tell the truth.”
“You’re crazy. Only a few days and you get all worried.”
“How do you know? This morning I went to ask your mother if we could be married in the first month before I
go to Thu Due. There’s less than ten days left.”
“I haven’t said anything to my friends. They’ll say I was keeping a military secret.”
“During the first days of the year, we’ll go visiting and tell them.” Diem shook her head
“Anh, we’re coming to the bridge. Go home now.”
“Are you afraid of the dark?”
“No. This part of the road is bright. Past the bridge and up the slope a little, there’s a policeman on guard,
Anh.”
“So, I’ll go home?”
“Yah, go home.”
So saying, Diem lowered her eyes and rode straight ahead. Rows of Chinese tea trees could be seen here and
there in the distance by the palace. As she turned into her house, the street lights were on. Diem’s mother was
washing her hair on the porch. The girl parked her bicycle by the starfruit tree. Her mother looked up.
“Did you take the offerings to uncle, Diem?”
“Yes, Mama.”
“Change your clothes and go wash your hair. You can go out to the garden to pick some limes to make your
hair silky. Oh, and clean off the wooden bed for me. Tonight we’ll play cards.” As Diem went inside, she heard
her mother add,
“In a little while, tell Uncle Bay to take a pedicab to Aunt Thi’s to pick up Grandpa. You can go out back and
call. No need to run across the way.”
Diem retired to her room, changed and lay sprawled on the bed. Shortly she would go pick limes to wash her
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hair. She looked at the small vase filled with hedge roses that Phan had brought that morning. The flowers had a
bright, rosy color, but Diem felt a mixture of happiness and sadness. She thought back on the past springs, seasons
totally different from this one. This year, she did not feel excited about greeting the new year, but, rather, she felt
she was growing older, beginning to change.
Diem was about to open a new chapter of her life. She was to be married—and to Diem being married was like
stepping into a phase of her life both long and filled with strange and distant things. She was to live with someone
new until she died and this made her anxious even though that person was the one she loved. Her past had been
quiet and she had nothing to complain about. How would her future be? She was like a little child standing in
front of a huge house that she knew she could never fully measure.
She looked at the ring on her finger, lifted it to her face and rubbed it against the softness of her lips. Well, it is
over. An ordinary dream. There we will be happy. She bit her finger.
“Anh Phan, no matter how sharp my teeth are, I could never bite off this finger!”
She opened her clothes hamper and stared at the soft white dress lying there. This was the dress she would
wear when she greeted Phan on the second day of the year.
“Who made it?” he would ask and she would be pleased to respond that she herself had cut and sewed the
dress. She would make a good housewife.
“Surely! If you don’t believe it, well,” Diem smiled to herself. Then she remembered she had to go wash her
hair and at the same time she would call Uncle Bang.
She skipped into the garden. The delicate white dress still fluttered in her mind She pictured herself with a
long-sleeved white gown, embroidered with roses on the breast and her hair combed long. But, oh! How could she
have roses like a heart embroidered on her breast? She burst out laughing.
“It would look nice,” she thought, “but that dress hasn’t any embroidery on it!”
Red was not her color. It represented the unknown, the wicked to her. That is why she preferred getting
married to studying to be a midwife. Nearly all her friends had applied for training in that field already.
The lime tree appeared before her. Diem needed only to look up, reach and pull down a branch and she could
pick whatever she liked. Her happiness was so simple, something easy and within her reach. She thought that
tonight after sitting and watching the others play cards, she would lie down by the wooden bed and before going
to sleep she would eat all the roses Phan had given her that morning.
*
Dear Anh Phan,
So, you are held up in Truoi and cannot come back. Oh, Anh, am so tired. While I write this, I am living in a
crowded shelter. It is above ground and built right beside a house with 14 people. Every day there are noises and we are
scared. Since New Year’s Day and the morning of the second day, we have all been stuck here and cannot evacuate.
Now it is the 14th day of the year and we have been in this cramped shelter for 13 of those days.
Outside, my friend Thach was shot and we buried her right away in the garden. In our house, a neighbor is staying in
the next room for shelter. They brought in two wounded who cry and scream every night. The first few days, some of
those people brought medicines and bandages, but lately they have not been here. Probably they are now all dead, Anh,
and their ghosts haunt our house.
Several times, the enemy forced me to carry ammunition and wounded people on a tricycle to Tay Thien. Each time
I was so scared I almost fainted with the bombs falling from Phu Bai. A lot of those who went with me died. I carried
ammunition for five days and the wounded for two days before I kept fainting constantly. I ran back with some others
and we were searched. They came to our house. Mama rubbed turmeric on my face and fig on my eyes to make them
swollen so I would look sick and they wouldn’t take me away. But I wish I was really sick, sick from worry, grief and
love. Mama cried as she raised her hand to slap my face to make it swell up.
I could not keep from crying either as I watched my brother, Van, hiding up on the roof for days. Sometimes he
could eat and sometimes he could not, scared to death all the time with grenades falling from all sides around Ben Ngu
and the Tu Dam Temple.
There has been a lot of heavy shelling the past few days. I lie close to the ground and still people fall on top of me
because of the house and earth shaking. I feel like my chest should be broken to bits, but strangely enough I do not feel
any pain or shortness of breath. I can still breathe, but it is heavy. I can eat the rice that we are able to cook. Sometimes
before I get a chance to eat, I have to throw the bowl aside and get down quickly or grab onto someone. When the
explosions stop I see stars. I have to pinch myself to be sure I am alive.
Anh Phan, I will probably die and not see you again. Death is certain, Anh. They are shooting over the heads of the
people in the middle. But, Anh, in these terrifying moments, when I lie waiting for the bomb that will fall right on this
shelter, even now sometimes I get romantic thoughts. I miss you more and get more excited. Now I see how my love is
more important. I remember our little ride down Doat Lane on New Year’s Eve. So dreamy, so beautiful, wasn’t it,
Anh? And I gave you my vow. Do you remember?
Oh Anh, if I die, find my body and look at my ring finger. But I am so afraid of dying. If I die, who will you have to
love and to marry? But if you marry someone else, I will be jealous and even if I am dead I won’t close my eyes! Hue
girls get jealous so easily, bitter jealous, like hot pepper!
Oh Anh, we have a garden of hot peppers, but every meal my mouth waters to have one! I would like to eat a bitter
hot pepper before I die so I will turn into a horribly jealous ghost! But I joke too much.
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The shooting has started again, Anh. How can we take food up to Van? How can we help him escape? We are
running out of lamps here. We have to conserve fuel. I have to turn this light out. When I lie down in the dark, I will
remember you, remember you like crazy so that if tonight I die, I will still be able to imagine you—do you hear what I
am saying? The lamp is dying. Maybe my writing is going up and down like the mountains around Hue now.

*

Dear Anh Phan,
It has finally happened. Early this morning my sister, Tu, left to take some rice up to Van, afraid that if she waited
too long she might be seen and searched. Just as she went out the door she was hit by shrapnel from a bomb. There was
a lot of bleeding. I had to tear up a new dress to bandage her. Right now she is lying quietly at my feet. And as for
Brother Van, he is dead. Not from the bombs, but after staying up on the roof without food for so long he felt hungry
and faint so that he fell off and died on the spot. His body is lying on Grandpa’s wooden bed together with my grandpa,
who is still alive. Mama cried a lot and asked some of the ones outside to bury him for the time being in the garden, but
they said if the airplanes saw them digging they would be shot at.
By midday today they had fallen back about half way. Mama says maybe we can escape. But before we can go, we
have to find a way to bury Van. The best thing would be to leave him in the shelter until we return. But another problem
is Tu and Grandpa. Tu is wounded and hard to carry and Grandpa is determined to stay here. Everyone cries, but he will
not change his mind. Tu says it is better to die at home and she begs everyone else to leave.
Oh Anh, why is my family so sad? No, it is not just my family. Everyone in Uncle Bang’s family is dead. Their
shelter caved in. One of the children ran over to tell us. Out on the street there are a lot of unburied corpses. Tho says
now there are only two ways to escape. One is by Ben Ngu Bridge, then along the other side of the river where they say
the Americans are. The other way is back to Tay Thien. But if we meet “them” in Tay Thien, we will never survive.
Madame Minh, cousins Vy and Cao, Uncle Hick were all taken away up to Tay Thien. In our family brother Van is
dead. Only Mama and we kids are left. They have not yet taken me and tha’s why Mama says we should make a run for
it.
Last night they brought some students in “for judgment” behind our garden. I heard the rifle fire and people
shouting. They came in and asked for mats, but all the mats were gone. I heard them digging in the garden. They filled
in the graves and left. The bombs were still falling. Mama says when dark falls and the bombing lets up, we will all go
and try to escape. Here, no matter what we do we will die. But Grandpa is afraid to die in the street. I do not like his
ideas. At least going out and trying to escape is better than just dying at home.
Under the bridge there are a lot of people running and a lot dying. This morning while I was crying for Van, I looked
out the gate and saw a lady thrust her baby in the Chinese tea shrubs, then run away crying. Before I could scream I had
to get back inside because the explosions were too close. Meo went outside to look and said the baby was dead with red
ants all over it and a black dog standing there ready to eat it.
The dogs are starving. They have come into the house. On Grandpa’s wooden bed there is a big pile of bricks.
Grandpa throws them at the dogs to protect Van’s body. Ever since morning, Grandpa has been mourning and reading
prayers and sometimes he just bursts out in curses. One bomb fell in the middle of the yard and shrapnel flew all over,
but missed where he lay. Grandpa says the bombs are afraid of him. His only worry is the dogs.
Oh Anh, I am sure I will die and all my family will die. I cry so much and it just makes me sad to think that when
everything quiets down, you will come looking for me and you will not find my body anywhere. My arm will be inside
one dog’s belly, my face inside another’s. And how am I so evil that I cannot be buried in a grave?
Brother Van and Grandpa … I want to remember the day they died and I want somebody to remember and pray for
them. Now I understand why every family prays for its dead on New Year’s Day, why there is incense and wandering
souls and ghosts.
Just now I heard everyone say that at 6:00 tonight we will flee to another place. Grandpa is staying. Sister Tu will
stay as well. Van’s body will be kept in the shelter. Mama, Ut, Tay, Bang and myself will try to escape. Meo will go
along. Uncle will stay with Grandpa and take care of Tu’s wounds. Grandpa and Tu will stay in the shelter to keep the
dogs away from Van.
I will place this letter underneath the wooden bed which they will soon place in front of the entrance to the shelter. If
I die, Mama will show you where the letter is. I think that Mama will live and I have to live. The ring has been feeling
loose the past few days, but I still have it on, like a lucky charm.
Oh, Anh, are you in Truoi? Or where? I am so worried. Tonight I will go. I do not know if I will find life or death.
Today the lamp went out. There is only enough food for two people to eat for a couple of weeks. I pray and hope it
will be peaceful soon. They say the Americans have taken back the Public Works on the right bank. Can you go there?
I have eaten all the hedge roses you gave me on New Year’s Eve, my medicine that makes me immortal, my love
potion. I have to get ready to go now. This letter will be under the wooden bed.

*
From the model school\fn{A school where college students did practice teaching. } Phan tried several times to get up to
Ben Ngu, but lately the artillery shelling was heavy in that area. One time he got to the river and the Americans
drove him back, so he stood beside the road to meet all the evacuees and ask about the city, but he received no
news. Then he found a man fleeing from Ben Ngu to Tan Lang and Phan learned that half of Diem’s family was
caught there and the other half was following the railroad tracks to An Luu. But they had not yet made it when a
shell hit Diem and her body was thrown into a thicket.
When Phan heard this, he buried his face in his hands and wailed. He had not the strength to inquire further
about the family. A couple of weeks later, after Ben Ngu had been recovered, Phan was the first to go along the
railroad tracks there. On the way he found Diem’s body. Her face was bruised and her corpse stank. She was stuck
among the bushes where her body fluids had drained out. Her white dress was in tatters, but on her breast the two
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letters “PD” embroidered together in white thread remained untouched and that was how he identified her body.
She was missing one arm and on the other Phan could not find the ring. Her finger had been cut off. Phan
searched all over but could not find any sign of the finger or the ring anywhere.
When her body was taken to be wrapped for burial, they found her ring finger lying in her entrails—no one
knew why this was so—and the ring was gone.
After burying Diem, Phan looked for her mother, who was lying in an American hospital. He went to her old
house. Grandpa was dead. Tu was also dead. Their and Van’s corpses had been eaten by dogs, an arm or leg
missing from each. While moving away the wooden bed to pull up their remains, Phan discovered Diem’s letters.
Her bicycle was still in good condition, standing beside a wall that had not collapsed. Phan took the bike away,
walking beside it, not sitting down to ride.
Phan’s house had been hit in only a few places. The following days, Diem’s surviving friends passed by Doat
Lane and they could see Phan riding his bicycle, leading another alongside him. On the handlebars of the
passenger-less vehicle there was tied a gold ring. No one dared ask about it or try to comfort him, because Phan
would not answer. Nor would he stand and listen when anyone mentioned Diem’s name.
Now Doat Lane is beautiful once again and in the evenings lovers can be seen riding their bicycles side-byside down the street. The image of Diem, like the pile of broken bricks and traces of the bombing, has faded from
the minds of her friends. They grew used to seeing Phan ride along with an empty bicycle beside him. No one had
time any more to ask him about his love.
140.28 Mrs. Bans Winter 2. The Seventh-Month Rain 3. The Woman Who Turned Into A Rock 4. The Youngest
Son 5. The Motherly Charge 6. The Honesty Ring 7. The Stone Cutter 8. The Partridge Story 9. Story Of The
Durian 10. The Scare-Devil Banner 11. Legend Of The Owl 12. How The Writer Lost The Princess’ Hand 13. The
Pot Of Gold 14. The Carambola Tree Story 15. The Stone Dog 16. The Nam Kha Dream 17. Dream And Reality
18. Three Wishes 19. Luu Binh And Duong Le: Nineteen Folktales\fn{by Phuong Anh (c.1940?- )} Vietnam (F) 9
1
Once upon a time, there lived a woman names Mrs. Ban who loved her husband very much. When winter
started that year, Mrs. Ban told herself she had to make him a warm coat. But the couple was very poor and,
although Mrs. Ban had done her best to save, the little money she had was nowhere near the price of the material
she had set her heart on.
One by one the days of winter went by, and soon it was clear that the cold season was nearly over. At last, Mrs.
Ban’s dream came true and the last stitches were sewn on the coat. By that time, however, the weather had turned
warm.
Mrs. Ban thought how long it had taken her to make the garment, and she cried. Then, she thought how much
her husband had suffered in the cold winter, and she cried again.
At the sight of such a devoted wife, the King of Heaven\fn{ Ong Troi, or Thuong de, the central character in the mythology
of Vietnam. Ong Troi roughly corresponds to the Western notion of God, the all powerful creator of the Universe and everything in it, but is
also supposed to look human, and sometimes to behave like the most common of all mortals. } took pity on her: he ordered the time

machine to turn back a few notches.
Winter immediately returned. Mr. Ban had the opportunity to wear his new coat.
Since then, toward the end of each winter, cold and warm periods seem to alternate for a while before spring
sets in for good.
2
Many, many years ago, there lived in Heaven a handsome young herdsman named Nguu-lang and a beautiful
weaving damsel named Chuc-nu. Both worked in the Royal Household in Heaven.
Nguu-lang and Chuc-nu worked very hard which made them quite popular among the King of Heaven’s
servants. They were also very fond of each other and their love was blessed by the King, who did not hesitate one
moment to grant them permission to marry.
Soon after their wedding, however, the young couple grew more and more attached to each other. Once, twice,
then three times, they forgot to do their daily chores.
The King was very angry and he ordered them to live apart, Nguu-lang on one side of the Silvery River\fn{ The
Milky Way.} and Chuc-nu on the opposite side. He also commanded that each year, the two lovers be allowed to
meet only once, on the seventh day of the Seventh Month,\fn{ Of the lunar calendar, which corresponds to the period between
mid-July and mid-August, a time of intense rain in the Red River Delta, the birthplace of Vietnamese civilization. } when a bridge
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would be launched over the Silvery River with the help of an army of black crows.
Nowadays, people in Vietnam still say, “it rains in the Seventh Month like the Herdsman’s sobbing.” That
expression refers, of course, to the endless sobbing of Nguu-lang and Chuc-nu in that month of continuous rain.”
3
Many, many years ago, there lived in Central Vietnam a young brother and a sister who were very fond of each
other.
One evening, during a fight over a stick of sugar cane, the little girl fell and hit her head on a knife on the floor.
The wound was only superficial but she bled so much that her brother panicked and fled into the night. He never
came back.
Many years later, in a village not very far from their ancestral home, there lived a man and his wife who loved
each other very much. They also adored their son, who at the time was only a baby.
One day, as the husband tried to remove some twigs from his wife’s hair, he noticed a long scar hidden below.
The man immediately wanted to know how she came to have that ugly scar. Suspecting nothing, she told him the
story of the old quarrel with her missing brother.
Upon knowing that his wife was his own sister, the man was utterly wretched. Once again he disappeared into
the night.
Failing to realize her husband had left forever, the woman every day took her baby to the sea shore, and there
she waited patiently for his return. For many months, possibly years, she would come to the same spot and spend
hours searching the horizon for her husband’s boat. One morning, local fishermen found she had turned into a
rock facing the ocean.
Nowadays, in that particular section of the central coast of Vietnam, there still can be seen a man-sized rock
curiously shaped like a woman carrying a baby and deep in prayer for the safe return of her beloved husband.
4
Many centuries ago, there lived a rich merchant, his wife, and their three sons. The couple’s older two sons
shared the merchant’s ambitions and enjoyed working in his business. But the young boy had other ideas about
life and his apparent detachment from worldly possessions did not endear him to his father’s heart.
One day, having made a bad business deal, which caused him to part with a large sum of money, the merchant
lost his mind: he set fire to his own house, burning it to the ground. Since the law of the land proclaimed arsonists
to be dangerous criminals, the local mandarin immediately ordered the rich man’s arrest.
Upon hearing of this order, the old man wanted to surrender himself to the authorities. But his youngest son
had preceded him to the local prison and begged the guards to take him in, claiming that he—not his father—had
set fire to their home.
Only at that moment did the merchant realize which one of his three sons loved him the most.
Some time later, while the young man was still serving his sentence, the merchant died, having been unable to
cope with his predicament. His widow had no choice but to go and live with her elder sons.
But this arrangement proved to be short lived, for while the two young men almost ignored her, their wives
showed her only great contempt. Unable to stand that kind of treatment, the old widow retreated to a hut behind
the village pagoda.
Meanwhile, the self-proclaimed arsonist had finished his time in jail and upon being set free, had gone abroad
to seek his fortune. It took him only a few short years to become very, very rich.
One day he decided to go home and take care of his old parents. Of course, during the young man’s absence,
many things had taken place in his native village: his father had died and, for a long time, his mother had been
living like pauper. There was nothing he could do for his father but he took his mother home, and from then on,
mother and son lived in great comfort and unbound happiness.
5
Once upon a time, there lived a rich couple who had been blessed with a number of children, all of whom did
rather well in life. When the time came to divide their wealth, the parents gave each child a portion of their
considerable estate, only retaining for themselves enough gold and money to be comfortable in their declining
years.
When the father died, the children begged their mother to divide equally among them whatever she had left to
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her by her husband.
“Of course, you’ll come and stay with us so that we may take care of you,” they said.
She agreed.
A number of years went by, in the course of which some of the children prospered and others did not fare so
well. Gradually they even felt annoyed by her presence, which, they said, was a source of irritation and an
obstacle to their search for privacy and happiness. Finally, after a family meeting, they decided to share equally
what they now called their “charge:” each of them would take care of their mother for a week or two at a time.
But every time the “charge” was to “change hands,” they also decided, “it” must be made to step onto a scale—to
make sure “it” was the same weight as before. If the old lady was lighter the “recipient” could simply refuse to
take her home and the “incumbent” would have to keep her until she was back to her normal weight.
One day, after having spent some time with her youngest son, who, by the way, was very poor and could not
feed her properly, the old lady found she had lost so much weight that none of his brothers would take her home.
To make sure that her young son did not have to keep her more than necessary, she secretly put a stick of lead
in her inside pocket.
The old lady passed the “inspection.”
6
Many, many years ago, there lived a man reputed for his great integrity. In fact, he was so honest that nobody
called him by his given name and after a time he was only known as Honestus.
Honestus was so very honest that he would never even lay an eye on anything that did not belong to him. He
was so very honest that he never said a word of flattery. Some people even said teasingly that he considered
himself to be the equal of the gods.
Whatever the truth of the matter, Honestus often thought that by being totally honest and never doing anything
immoral, he had no need for the gods’ protection. He reportedly once said to a friend:
“lf you mind your own business and leave the gods alone, you’ll have nothing to worry about from them. You
won’t even have to kowtow to them.”
One of the gods did not like Honestus’ attitude. Intent on teaching him a lesson, the god followed the man
everywhere.
One day, Honestus had something to do in the neighboring village. To get there, he had to cross a big paddyfield, which on that sunny day looked twice as big as it normally was.
The mischievous god told himself it was a good opportunity to test Honestus’ character and he immediately
turned a portion of the paddy-field into a patch of water-melons. The sight of this juice fruit would be enough to
make anybody in Honestus’ situation sin.
But true to himself, Honestus decided to talk to the owner first. He called out the landlord’s name many times
but in vain. As his calls went unanswered, he decided to go on his way, trying his best to forget his great thirst.
Having to deal with this incorruptible man, the god felt quite frustrated. In a sweep of his hand, he made the
scorching sun even hotter. Moments later, the god pointed his finger at a vacant plot, turning it into a field of ripe
surgar-cane.
Honestus was by then very thirsty indeed, and he was rather pleased to see something that might end his thirst.
But again he tried to talk to the owner first, and the owner was nowhere to be found.
Honestus was not about to give in, though. Instead of helping himself to some sugar-cane, he first tied a coin to
the scarecrow in the belief that the landlord would find his money there. Only then did he give himself a piece of
the succulent sugar-cane.
Having tested Honestus twice, the god was satisfied with the man’s integrity. Suddenly, he appeared in front of
Honestus and presented him with a magic ring.
“With this ring,” the god told Honestus, “you can tell if people are speaking the truth or if they are lying. If it is
bright and shiny, that person is being honest. If it isn’t, he is being untruthful.”
But the god also told Honestus that if he himself should some day tell a lie or do something bad, the ring
would at once disappear from his finger.
7
Once upon a time, there lived a stone-cutter who worked in conditions most of us would find unbearable today.
Since stone-cutting was done in the open air, he had to labor for hours under the hot tropical sun. The scorching
heat must have damaged his brain, for one day he found himself wanting to take the place of the sun. He became
so obsessed with the idea that the King of Heaven took pity on him and granted him his wish.
But some time after being changed into the principal source of energy in our universe, the stone-cutter found it
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annoying to be hidden by the clouds, which, he said, prevented him from showing his full brilliance. He now
desired to become a cloud. Again, the King of Heaven made his wish come true.
After becoming a cloud, however, the stone-cutter found that clouds were often blown apart by the wind. That
is why he wanted to become a gust of wind. Again, the King of Heaven granted him his wish.
But even as a gust of wind, he was not totally free. He could not go anywhere he wanted, for there were always
high mountains that blocked his path. He again appealed to the King of Heaven, who once more granted him his
new wish. He became a big mountain.
But being a mountain did not spell the end of our man’s troubles. As a mountain, he was constantly disturbed
by a stone cutter, who kept chopping at his side. He was so annoyed at being hit on his ribs all day long that he
wished to become a stone-cutter as before. The King of Heaven promptly made his wish come true.
Back at his old stone-cutting job, our man again had to work under the scorching tropical sun and he found it
too hot for his liking. More than once, the man found himself toying with the idea of asking the King of Heaven
to let him take the sun’s place but each time, something would stir inside him, reminding him of his past
experiences and making him realize that whatever or whoever he might be, he would still want to be something or
somebody else.
He decided to remain as a stone-cutter.
8
The following story is said to have happened at a time when birds could still converse in the tongue of man. In
that long gone era, there lived in great happiness a wood-cutter, his wife, and their son named Dada.
One day, after a brief illness, the woman passed away, leaving the unhappy man a small child to love and raise.
Hoping to provide a family atmosphere in which Dada would have a better chance of growing into a fine young
man, the wood-cutter married a second wife. Unfortunately for father and son, this woman was very cruel and she
treated Dada with scorn and hatred. Perhaps it should be added that the wood-cutter was away at work much of
the day and he was not aware of Dada’s misfortunes.
In true step-motherly fashion, not only did the woman treat Dada badly, sometimes she even beat him. Moreover, she gave him so little to eat that the boy grew thinner and thinner with each passing day.
One afternoon, the wood-cutter came home much earlier than usual. Seeing him approach the cottage, the
wicked woman saw an opportunity to get Dada into trouble. She ran up to her new husband and said:
“Have you seen that! That little brat is being naughty again: he’s refused to eat his dinner!”
After a day of hard work, it takes little to make a man angry. And so, the wood-cutter became rather annoyed.
Still holding his ax in his right hand, he raised it in a threatening gesture. Unfortunately, the heavy tool slipped out
of his hand, killing Dada instantly.
The next day, while the grief-stricken father was working in the woods, a little partridge kept fluttering around
him, singing in his little voice:
Rice mixed with sand.
Tra la la
That’s how my life came to its end.
La da da.

The wood-cutter was very puzzled and he wondered aloud:
“Why is that bird following me everywhere? And why does he keep repeating ‘rice mixed with sand’?”
Even after coming home that afternoon, the wood-cutter kept asking himself the same questions. He was still
at a loss when he found himself wandering in the garden.
All of a sudden, noticing some rice scattered all around, he stooped to investigate. What he saw immediately
opened his eyes: his son’s bowl was still there and it contained more sand than rice.
The wood-cutter was enraged. He dashed to the kitchen and killed the cruel woman.
It is not known what became of the wood-cutter but that is how the partridge came to be called “the Dada bird”
in the dialect of the land.
9
Many thousands of years ago, there lived a farmer who saw one day a strange-looking fruit. That thorncovered fruit the size of a football looked rather ugly but it had an irresistible smell, which prompted the man to
taste its flesh.
The experience must have been quite pleasant, for the farmer immediately selected a big fruit and went to the
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capital to present it to the king, whom he respected more than any other living persons in the world. The king, it
must also be said, was blessed with a beautiful daughter, whom he constantly kept at his side, even in court
audiences.
That day, upon being offered this singular produce of the land, the king could not help having a close look. But
as the monarch came near the fruit, its smell sent him reeling back! As a matter of fact, it was so offensive that the
king thought his humble subject must have wanted to insult him. As the crime of lese-majesty was punishable by
death, the king ordered the poor farmer to be beheaded.
Some time later, by sheer coincidence, the royal princess also came across the same fruit species. But unlike
her father, she found its smell so attractive that she could not resist having a bit at its flesh. According to the
legend, the good-hearted princess immediately reasoned that her father had misunderstood the peasant’s intention
and had mistakenly ordered his death.
From then on, the princess could think of nothing but the farmer’s undeserved fate, and that made her so
unhappy that the strange-looking, strong-smelling fruit, still without a name, was called sau rieng, or “unshared
melancholy.” Travelers from the West later called it the durian.
It is a fact that the durian has such a strong smell that those unaccustomed to it might find it revolting. But
once you have tried it, you might find it delicious to both the palate and the nose. Like the lion, who has been
called the King of the Animal World, the durian has often been praised as the King of the Fruit Market.
10
At the beginning of time, there lived in our country a bad devil who had the terrible habit of buying up all the
farming land the Creator had made available to man. Moreover, anyone working on the devil’s land had to pay
him all sorts of taxes and duties. One day, even greedier than usual, the devil imposed another condition on his
tenants.
Whatever grew above ground, he declared, must be paid to him.
Since most farmers grew only rice, the devil’s edict meant that his tenants were left with nothing to eat. The
farmers were in despair. Not knowing what to do, they sought the help of Lord Buddha, who advised them to
plant sweet potatoes instead.
And so, at harvest time, the devil had nothing but a mountain of useless vines and leaves.
The following year, the devil came up with another idea. He now wanted the roots and top parts of all plants.
Once again, the farmers did not know what to do, and again they had to go to Lord Buddha for advice. The good
Buddha told them to change over to planting sugarcane. At harvest time, the devil collected nothing but another
mountain of useless roots and leaves, which, of course, made him very angry indeed.
Some time later, when the moment came for a new contract to be signed between landlord and tenants, the
devil simply demanded everything: roots, stems, and leaves. Lord Buddha again had to come to the rescue of the
human race: he suggested that this time they planted maize, or Indian corn. At harvest time, the farmers picked the
corns and delivered everything else to the devil.
Realizing that he had been duped once more, the devil entered a rage and refused to rent out any portion of his
estate. Desperate for land, the poor farmers one more time went to Lord Buddha, who told them to secure the
devil’s agreement to let them use just a plot of land no larger than a saffron or its shadow. The devil agreed.
Then, on Buddha's order, a saffron was hoisted atop a pole and as it went up and up, its shadow kept growing
bigger and bigger, pushing the devil further and further away until the bad fellow fell into the sea and disappeared
forever.
Since that time, every year, at about Tet\fn{ The four-day New Year’s festival, celebrated all over East Asia at the start of the
lunar new year (January-February).} time, the Vietnamese people have the custom of planting in front of each house a
bamboo pole, on top of which they would attach a long yellow banner. From afar, the banner would look like Lord
Buddha’s saffron and scare all bad spirits away.
11
Once upon a time, there lived a monk who had vowed to devote his life to Lord Buddha and His teachings.
Unfortunately, the man had been born with an explosive character, which, coupled with his great impatience, had
always foiled his attempts at reaching Nirvana, or the state of complete beatitude. Lord Buddha felt sorry for him.
And so, to help the monk improve himself, Lord Buddha told him:
“Since your bad temper has been at the source of your many failures, maybe you should work as a ferryman
for three years. In the course of these three years, you would have the chance of redeeming yourself.”
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The monk did exactly as told. For three years he ferried quite a few people across a dangerous river. He did it
with remarkable patience, accepting all professional risks without sparing a thought for his own safety.
One day, as his three-year trial period was near completion, the would-be monk was hailed by a woman
carrying a baby.
Although a bad storm was raging at the time, the ferryman did his best to take the woman to the opposite bank.
But as he got ready to land his two passengers, the woman suddenly remembered she had forgotten something
across the swelling river. The monk turned the ferry back.
At the second crossing, the same thing happened again, and again the monk took the woman and her baby
back.
At the third crossing, the woman again discovered she had left behind some other luggage. This time, unable to
control himself, the monk exploded:
“What a mindless person you are! How could you be so very forgetful!”
At these words, the woman disappeared and, in her place, the monk saw Lord Buddha, who sadly told him he
had to seek further self-improvement.
The monk was very unhappy. He sat under a large tree and searched his soul for ways to improve his temperament Day after day, he sat there motionless. Even when a pair of birds came to nest on his head and dropped a lot
of guano over him, the monk was so absorbed in meditation that he did not notice anything.
One morning, the birds went a step further: they started quarreling and made so much noise that the poor man
could not stand it any more. In a sweep of his hand, he threw them and their nest off his head. Once more, Lord
Buddha immediately reappeared and, in reproach, said to the monk:
“A real man of God should be more considerate of the consequences of his action. Nirvana is still beyond your
reach.”
Totally unhappy, the monk was to die soon afterward. According to the popular belief, the monk’s soul
migrated to another body and he became an owl.
12
A long time ago, when our country was still ruled by kings and queens, the reigning monarch decided one day
to choose a husband for his beloved daughter. A competition was immediately announced and organized. By the
final round, only three candidates were left in the contest for the princess' hand. The first, a young scholar, had the
ability to write over 1,000 pages of Demotic characters each day.\fn{ Demotic was a written form of Vietnamese based on
Chinese characters; which language the Vietnamese had adopted as their own in the 2nd century BC, when that country had conquered the
Vietnamese homeland, the Red River Valley. The system in use today was developed by Roman Catholic missionaries in the 17 th century, in
order to indicate the use of tones through the application of accent marks; and in 1910 it officially replaced Chinese as the means of writing
Vietnamese. Throughout this time, Demotic served as the unofficial means of writing Vietnamese. } The second was repor-tedly so

good at shooting arrows that he could hit anything anywhere. And the third finalist was an extraordinary jogger,
who had more than once run 1,000 miles within a day.
Faced with the hard task of selecting the winner of .this most unusual contest, the king declared that within
twelve hours, the writer must complete 1,000 pages of script, the shooter must bring down all the leaves in the
royal park, and the runner must race to the border and return with a war drum from the frontier outpost. Whoever
finished first, the king also declared, would be given the princess in marriage.
It was a little past noon on Contest Day when a check was made on the three finalists’ progress.
Naturally enough, there was no news of the runner, because nobody could run at the speed he went. As for the
second man, it was claimed he had hardly been able to demonstrate his great shooting talent, because the royal
park had too many trees and each of them had too many leaves. The news was only good in the case of the writer,
who, by then, had already completed 999 pages. It was said that since he only had one more page to write and a
full half-day to do it, he could be sure to become the king’s new son-in-law.
The princess was rather pleased at the turn of events. She glanced at the writer and, finding him to her liking,
went to have a closer look at her future husband.
Of course, as the scholar saw the princess come to him, he could not go on writing. He sprang up from his seat
to greet her and the two started a conversation that proved very interesting. In fact, it was so interesting that both
forgot about everything around them.
It was early evening when the two suddenly heard the sound of drums announcing the arrival of the runner. It
was too late for the writer to complete his composition.
And that is how the writer lost out to the runner.
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13
Once upon a time, when Vietnamese officials were still chosen by examinations held every three years, there
lived a young, poor scholar, who had to “work his way through college.”\fn{ Until early in the 20th century, Vietnamese
officials were selected by triennial examinations. Top graduating scholars were at once recompensed with very important positions in the
administrative system.}

That year, when the examination was only a few weeks away, the young scholar had to spend most of his time
studying and so he could not go out to work for his living. As the story goes, our scholar was so very poor that
when his rice-cooking pot broke, he did not have enough money to buy a new one. Every day, he had to go next
door and borrow his neighbor’s pot.
What is strange about it all is that, with each passing day, the young scholar knocked at his neighbor’s door a
little earlier. In fact, he went there so very early that his neighbor did not have the time to wash his pot. But every
afternoon, when it was returned, it was always shining and clean.
At examination time, the young scholar topped his class.
The King was very pleased to see so much knowledge behind such a young face. After showering our scholar
with presents of all kinds, the monarch made him a court official. Then, in true Vietnamese tradition, the king
granted him the supreme honor by sending him back to his village, where, it goes without saying, the successful
scholar was given a hero’s welcome.
Immediately upon returning to his village, though, the new mandarin paid a visit to his old neighbor and
presented him with a pot of gold.
The neighbor was quite surprised by the mandarin’s call and his gift.
“All I did for you,” he said in a respectful voice, “was to lend you my cooking pot. Why do you have to repay
me with so much gold?” The mandarin reportedly replied:
“You don’t know the whole story. At that time, with the examination fast approaching, I didn’t have the time to
work for my living. For weeks, I didn’t earn any money and therefore wouldn’t have had anything to eat. By
lending me your pot, you have also allowed me to survive until examination day. Indeed, do you know what I did
with it? To keep my body and soul together, I ate nothing but the burnt rice residue in your pot. I can say without
exaggerating that I owe to you my present position.”
14
Once upon a time, two young men inherited from their parents a huge estate and an enormous sum of money.
But the older brother and his wife were so very greedy that they would not stop at anything to get what they
wanted. The legend does not say how they did it, but they somehow got everything, leaving the younger brother
only a carambola tree and a tiny plot of land on which the tree was standing.
Left with no home and no money, the young man and his wife had to build a hut near their lone carambola tree,
and every day they had to pick the best fruit and sell them at the market for a few miserable pennies.
One day, the young man woke up very early to get ready for the trip to the market, and what he saw filled him
with fear: a big crow was sauntering from one branch of his tree to another and eating his best fruit. But being
very kind-hearted, the young man could only tell the bird:
“Hey bird! My wife and I only have this carambola tree. If you go on eating its fruit, what will become of us,
then?” The crow replied:
“Whatever I eat, I’ll pay you in gold. Go and sew yourself a bag.” Then, the bird told the man he would be
back the next day and take him to an island full of gold.
As promised, the following day, the crow came back and flew the man to an island littered with gold. The
owner of the carambola tree did as instructed: for each carambola the bird had eaten, he picked one piece of gold.
That gold, of course, made the young man very rich. In fact, he became so wealthy that if he were living today,
he would be called a millionaire. At the anniversary of the death of his parents, the new millionaire invited his
brother and sister-in-law to his house, but the greedy brother turned him down, saying contemptuously:
“Do you really expect us to come to your filthy hut?” Then, relenting a little, he went on:
“However, since we are brothers, I’d do you a favor and bring my wife to your wretched cabin, if you manage
to lay a carpet of silk from my house to yours and cover your door with gold.”
The young brother did exactly as told.
Naturally, the greedy brother and his equally greedy wife could not back out and they went to visit the owner
of the carambola tree. What they saw made them quite envious. As a matter of fact, the greedy couple were so
envious that they demanded to know how their brother had acquired so much wealth. The young man told them
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the story of the carambola-eating crow.
Still as greedy as ever, the elder brother offered to swap everything he owned for the carambola and the hut
nearby. The younger brother agreed.
At the next harvest season, the crow again came and ate the best carambolas. Remembering what they were
told, the greedy couple complained loudly about having no money. The crow also told them to go and sew a big
bag. They would be paid in gold, the bird finally said.
But the man and his wife were so very greedy that both wanted to go to the island of gold. And they brought
along an enormous bag.
Unfortunately for them, they took so much gold that on the way back the crow did not have enough strength to
carry them over the big ocean. When the bird was near exhaustion, he flapped his wings a couple of times and
threw both husband and wife into the deep black sea below.
15
Many centuries ago, there lived a student who had worked very hard to prepare for the triennial examination.
One day, as he went through the village gate, the stone dog there nodded its head and wagged its tail. The student
was very surprised and perplexed.
A couple of miles down the lane, the man stopped for a rest. In the shade of a big tree, he soon fell asleep and
in a dream saw the local god, who told him he would pass the coming examination with flying colors.
The student was very pleased to hear that. Convinced that he would soon be a great scholar and in due course
become a powerful and rich official, he let his imagination go wild.
“When I join the mandarinate,”\fn{ Like contemporary Chinese officials, Vietnamese officials were called Mdandarins, both
types of which (civil and military) were chosen at examinations open to everyone and held every three years. } he thought, “I will not
forgive those who have treated me contemptuously." Of his wife, he thought what an ugly and unsophisticated
woman she was.
“I’ll divorce her and marry a beautiful and sophisticated damsel,” he told himself.
From then on, he dreamed all day long. In fact, he dreamed so much that he practically stopped studying. That
year, when the results of the examination were proclaimed, the student’s name was nowhere to be found.
Naturally, he was very sad. But something was to make him even sadder. When he passed the village gate, the
stone dog neither nodded its head nor wagged its tail. So, instead of going home, he went straight to the local
temple and asked the god why. That night, the god again appeared in the man's sleep and told him:
“When I met you last, I told you I had seen your name on the list of successful candidates. But being a bad
man, you had evil intentions. You even thought of divorcing your wife and abandoning your children. Because of
these unforgivable thoughts, I had to punish you.” But the god also said:
“If you want to redeem yourself you have to make full amendment for your past mistakes.”
The student acknowledged his mistakes. From then on, he studied even harder than before and, more
importantly, he behaved like a good husband and a loving father, never again thinking of deserting his wife and
his children.
Three years later, the student was rewarded with the doctorate degree.
16
In the olden days, when literary contests were only held once every three years, students had to travel hundred
of miles, cross innumerable rivers and climb many mountains before they reached the capital city to sit for these
examinations.
That year, a young man from the Nam Kha area named Thuan Vu Phan failed to make the list of laureates. On
his trek home, Phan could not take his mind off the many months and years he had spent studying and he was
very disappointed.
One day, Phan was feeling rather depressed when he saw a monk cooking a pot of millet at the foot of a tree.
Having walked quite a distance, the tired and discouraged student decided to have a rest. Soon afterward, he fell
asleep, and, in his sleep, saw himself doing very well on examination day and being rewarded with a ceremonial
robe the king had especially ordered for him. Moments later, even greater honors were conferred on him. He was
called to the Royal Chamber and there was ordered by the king to marry one of the royal princesses. Then, he
himself was made a prince, and he and the princess had a couple of children, both bright and beautiful.
But Phan had barely counted his blessings when a rebellion broke out in the countryside. The king ordered his
son-in-law to put it down. Unfortunately for both, Phan lost a crucial battle and was captured by the rebels, who
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decided to put him to death.
Phan was still shivering with fear when he woke up, but he could not help noticing that the monk was still
cooking his millet. That made the unsuccessful scholar ponder on the meaning of life. He suddenly realized that
he had just had a bad dream but that during that short dream, had experienced the emotions of a lifetime.
Life is but a dream, Phan thought and he suddenly lost all interest in mundane honors and worldly riches. He
begged the monk to let him become a novice.
Following many years of struggle in the mandarinate, the great poet Nguyeri Gia Thieu also realized the
transience of life. In his poem, Complaint of a Palace Maid, the poet wrote:
Angered by the dream of the Nam Kha student
I woke up to find myself still empty-handed.

17
Once upon a time, there lived a very rich merchant, who only thought of getting richer and richer.
Unfortunately, whenever he fell asleep, he would see in his dreams only terrifying things that would scare the
most courageous soldiers. In the long run, these terrible dreams turned the merchant into a creature of skin and
bones.
Strangely enough, the merchant’s servant was always very healthy and cheerful. The contrast was so striking
that the rich man wanted to know how the poor man had kept himself so well. Prodded by his master to reveal his
secret, the servant told the merchant that his dreams were always full of good things and these gave him very
comfortable nights’ rest.
The merchant suddenly realized that life consists of two parts: what one lives through when one is awake and
what one experiences when one is asleep.
The rich also reckoned that he and his servant were somewhat equal in the Creator’s eyes. For if he was rich in
real life, his servant was better off in his sleeping hours.
The merchant then came to the conclusion that there was no need to struggle to gain more worldly riches. After
that, the merchant became less calculating and more generous. His new attitude gave him greater peace of mind.
The contents of his dreams gradually improved.
And so did his health.
18
One day long, long ago, a fairy took upon herself the task of finding out the true nature of man. Disguising
herself as a poor traveler, she went around begging for food and a place to sleep in before going on her way the
following day.
The fairy went first to the house of a rich man, where she got nothing but abuses and insults. But when she
came to the hut of a poor farmer, she was treated with great kindness. although she was given only a bowl of soup
and a mattress of straw, nobody in the host family fared any better. The following morning, before leaving her
new acquaintances, she told them:
“I’m a fairy here to find out about the true nature of man. Because you have been so good to me, I’m going to
recompense you by granting you three wishes. Just go and make your wishes and they will come true." The poor
farmer and his wife expressed the wish to be happy, healthy, and wealthy. Their wishes promptly came true.
Some time later, the heartless rich man in the region one day saw the new mansion of the good farmer and his
wife. He became very jealous and wanted to know how they had acquired so much wealth. After being told the
whole story of the fairy and her mission on earth, he expressed the hope to be visited by her again so that he might
redeem himself.
Soon afterward, the fairy returned to the home of the rich man, who now treated her like a most distinguished
guest. Not only was she offered the best food money could buy but she was also invited to spend the night in the
most comfortable bed in the warmest room in the house.
The following morning, however, the fairy left without rewarding her host in any way.
The fairy had barely been out of sight when the rich man and his wife quarreled noisily, each blaming the other
for not asking the guest to pay them for their “goodness.”Finally, the husband jumped on his horse and rode after
the fairy. The rich man caught up with her a little past noon and immediately demanded to be granted three
wishes. The fairy agreed, saying:
“That’s all right. Just make your wishes.” And having said so, she went on her way.
The calculating man was overjoyed. He now wanted to go home as quickly as possible so that he might talk
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over the matter with his wife. But it was a very hot day and his old horse was reluctant to run very fast. The man
became very angry. At one point, he exploded:
“I wish this blooming horse would break its neck!” Under enchantment the animal broke its neck. Although he
had one of his three wishes granted, the man had to walk home under a torrid sun. Upon arriving home, the man
told his wife what had happened to him and his horse.
“We’ve got two wishes left, though,” he averred in self-consolation.
But instead of thinking of the remaining wishes, the greedy woman could only grumble about the loss of the
first wish. As a matter of fact, she made herself such a nuisance that her husband exploded once more:
“I wish this blooming woman were stuck on this saddle forever.”
As per enchantment, the greedy woman found herself sitting on the saddle, unable to dismount. Left with only
one wish, the rich man could only mumble he wanted to see his wife off the saddle.
The last of his three wishes promptly came true.
19
Many, many years ago, there lived in Vietnam a young student named Luu Sinh, whose parents were among
the richest people in the land. Luu Sinh counted among his friends a poor young lad by the name of Duong Le,
whom his father had invited home so as to share with his son the tedium and challenges of book-reading.
Conscious of his humble origins, Duong Le studied very hard. On the contrary, reckoning that he would some
day inherit his parents’ considerable wealth, Luu Sinh spent his time enjoying himself.
Naturally, at examination time, Duong Le passed with ease and his rich friend failed miserably.
Upon graduation, Duong Le was appointed to govern a district in a neighboring province. As for Luu Binh,
after taking over his parents’ estate, he did not amend his ways and within a few short years succeeded in wasting
his fortune completely. Only then was he full of remorse.
Wishing for a fresh start in life, he called on his old friend, thinking that the grateful Duong Le would help him
through a bad period. When Luu Binh arrived at Duong Le’s mansion, the mandarin knew he had a problem on
his hand.
“Binh has spent many years doing nothing,” Duong Le reflected. “If I gave him some money, no doubt he
would go and squander it.”
Prompted by that thought, Duong Le wanted to do something drastic. He loudly told his servants he did not
know anybody by the name of Luu Binh and then ordered them to give him some scraps from the previous meal.
“Then, send him away!” the mandarin thundered.
Luu Binh was very ashamed. But he was also hungry. He left the mandarin’s house determined to study and
pass the next examination, and then show his ungrateful friend who was the better of the two.
But Luu Binh had nowhere to go. After wandering for a few days, he entered a dilapidated village inn run by a
young woman. On hearing Luu Binh’s story, the woman showed an interest in him and offered to take care of him
until examination time. Without money and shelter, Luu Binh accepted her offer.
A number of years quickly went by. After countless days and nights of hard study, always under the caring eyes
of the innkeeper, Luu Binh passed his examination with flying colors. Without waiting for an official
appointment, he joyfully set off for the trip home, constantly asking himself how he could repay her kindness to
him.
But when he arrived back at the village inn, its keeper was nowhere to be found.
Luu Sinh was understandably very sad. Again, having nowhere to go, he wandered from one place to another.
One day, remembering his ungrateful friend, Luu Sinh told himself he had to go and see Duong Le and give this
“treacherous” man a piece of his mind.
Luu Binh was quite surprised when he reached Duong Le’s mansion. The young innkeeper who had helped
him through the most difficult years of his life, was there to greet him. As it turned out, she was Duong Le’s wife.
24.91 The Slope Of Life\fn{by Nguyen Mong Giac (1940-

)}

Phu Yen Province, Vietnam (M) 4

After the ban on playing prewar songs and disco music had been announced and some of the coffee shop
owners on Tran Quang Khai street had been arrested and taken to court for not complying with the law, that part
of town became as quiet as a cemetery. Once again, passersby could hear quite clearly the crackling noise of dry
tamarind pods tapping against each other in the slightest breeze. At such moments, as yellow leaves were flying in
the wind, one could feel the past resurrected. The female sweeper would move her broom hesitantly across the
surface of the street. And once in a while the wind would change direction and skitter dead leaves towards an
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empty coffee shop.
The owner of the shop, a woman as beautiful as Thuy Kieu,\fn{ A note reads: Thuy Kieu is the main character of
Vietnam’s most famous epic poem: The Tale of Kieu by Nguyen Du .} I cast a glance at the empty swimming pool which was
now used as a dump for trash and dead leaves. The furniture inside the shop wasn’t the kind that one would
normally find in a real coffee-shop: the two dark burgundy sofas with worn-out upholstery had probably been
removed from some abandoned house, and a teakwood china cabinet containing some made-in-Japan dishes
replaced the usual counter bar. Near the front of the shop, off to one side and close to a cluster of La Nga bamboo,
sat two customers. One, a man wearing dark glasses, hardly moved or spoke, and even when he did, his voice was
so soft that from afar one would have the impression that the man with salt-and-pepper hair sitting across from
him was speaking to a statue. This statue-like person was sitting with both of his legs on the chair, his arms
hugging his knees, his face turned towards a bicycle that had been transformed into some sort of carrier and was
now leaning against the bamboo hedge. In front of them their two cups of coffee gradually ceased to steam.
When the woman who owned the shop shifted her gaze from the pool, the man with salt-and-pepper hair was
still talking:
“No, I was wounded in Operation Lam Son 719.”
“…”
“Seven nineteen? I think you folks called it the battle of Route 9, South Laos.”
“…”
“I was still in Cong Hoa Hospital on April 30th;\fn{A note reads: The day the People’s Army took Saigon: the last day of the
war.} I’d been readmitted because my amputation had become infected again. I wasn’t used to walking with a
wooden leg—I was in agony. Any time I put my left foot on the ground it was so painful that tears would trilkle
from my eyes.”
“…”
“Right here. Oh, sorry, I forgot you can’t see at all. Just below the knee. That’s why I can still ride a bicycle.”
“…”
“An antipersonnel mine, probably one made in Communist China. You’d know it better than I do. I was told it
was just this big!”
“…”
“Bigger than that? No wonder I lost consciousness right after the explosion. I was really lucky the helicopter
could land and evacuate me to the hospital. As soon as I came to, I asked to see my severed leg. And they showed
it to me.”
“…”
“Nothing special. I felt a slight tingling running up my spine. Mostly horror. Or more accurately, a kind of
empathy. It was a strange feeling. Even though it had been a part of my body, it looked like a stranger’s limb,
severed like that. I suppose that an imaginative writer of fiction would say that what you do then is to take it in
your hands and burst into tears. But the feeling was more like my memories of my wedding day. Again, a writer
would say all kinds of nice things about that day, something about the bride and groom stealing glances at one
another or holding hands and walking on the scattered skins of firecrackers, or thrilling at their shared vision of
eternal happiness. All lies. I remember I had to take care of every single trivial thing, only to be criticized by my
aunts and uncles for minor details. I was dead tired. Anyone who goes through a wedding day once is scared off
weddings for the rest of his life—he’ll never want to repeat it again.”
“…”
“Too cynical? Well, maybe I am. Right now I’m upset about losing money—just before I came upon you I
found myself four hundred and fifty dong poorer.”
“…”
“No. There’s enough thieves swarming in Saigon nowadays, but even a thief still has a heart—no one would
deprive a cripple of his meal. I’ve got a friend who’s also disabled, a blind man who earns his living selling lottery
tickets. Anyone could fool him. All you need is a crumbled, soiled piece of paper to pass as a fifty dong bill. Yet
he never lost a cent! No, I lost my money because of an accident.”
“…”
“Just before I met you. On the other side of Thi Nghe bridge.”
“…”
“You mean I haven’t told you how I earn a living yet? How stupid of me—I was speaking as if you could see
my bicycle. You’d know what I do if you saw it—I carry goods for hire.”
“…”
“That’s it, just like the carriers we used to see when we were going to school in Bong Son. But this one is
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modified to handle a much heavier road. You remember how, in the past, those carriers were made for tourists or
young female vendors who’d sit on a bar between the driver and the handlebar and place their wares in the back
on an iron rack? Remember all the stories we used to hear about those drivers? Some of them would take
advantage of their position to embrace the girls, or to steal a kiss on their hair or on their sweaty white necks,
calling them flowers damp with morning dew. In that situation, you don’t mind even if you have to break your
back pedaling uphill! But nowadays, all we carry are goods. It’s boring.”
“…”
“Take a guess.”
“…”
“No, not at all. They’re as bulky as they are fragile.”
“…”
“I specialize in carrying earthen jars. Those big ones people use to hold rice or water—that’s why I said they’re
as bulky as they are fragile. I broke eight of them this morning.”
“…”
“Yes, eight. Each one costs fifty dong, eight makes four hundred. My fare is five a piece, from Bien Hoa to
Saigon. The total—”
“…”
“When your stomach is flat enough you can figure anything out. The trickiest part is tying all eight of them to
the carrier. A really skillful driver can do it all. But I had to hire someone to do the tying since I’m new at this
trade. I paid him ten dong for his skill. It all amounted to four hundred and fifty dong.”
“…”
“No, it wasn’t a blowout or a broken handle bar. I’m only sorry you can’t see the carrier I have parked over at
the bamboo hedge. No, you don’t need a license to drive it. I salvaged the rear wheel from an old motorcycle, its
spokes taken from an old cyclo. Then I cannibalized the handlebar from a French-made Alcyon bike imported
during colonial times. The pedals are made of steel tubes seventeen inches in diameter, welded to the sprocket
wheel. I use a hard wooden bar with one end cut into a U-shaped groove to support the frame when I park, and the
kind of pump people use to inflate automobile tires.”
The man in the dark glasses finally raised his voice: “With your particular handicap, why did you choose this
trade?”
The skinny man with salt-and-pepper hair lowered his voice:
“Show me an easier way. I have a wife and four kids to feed. Times have changed—ther’s no easy way for an
honest man to earn his living.”
“You’re just being cynical again. Why don’t you pick a trade where you don’t need to use your legs?”
“Like what?”
“Sewing, weaving. Even singing at the bus stations, like many of your soldier friends are doing.”
The man with salt-and-pepper hair smiled obliquely: “What song should I sing that will move people enough
to put money into my palm: Forward March to Saigon or Ha Noi, My Hope and Love? Do you know what would
happen to me if I sang the kind of songs you hear at the bus stations? Don’t forget I was a detainee, released from
a re-education camp.”
“It was just a thought. Anyway there have to be plenty of trades you can take up. You're still luckier than I am
—you have your sight. You could do sewing, weaving, sculpting—anything!”
The man with the salt -and-pepper hair became pensive for a moment. Then he said, slowly:
“There are many ways, it’s true. But I wanted to prove I’m not worthless as a man. Believe me, you have to be
in good shape to push a carrier up the hills on both sides of the bridge. I may be skinny and one-legged, but I’m
capable of doing the work. The most difficult task in this trade is to be able to handle ten large earthen jars. I was
able to handle eight.”
“But you failed! You broke all eight of them.”
“Sure. But this is the first time in six months at the trade that I ever broke my load. It was all because of an
automobile with a green license plate that screeched to a halt in front of me while I was pedaling uphill with my
wooden leg. I was so upset that I dragged myself to the curb and just left the whole thing, bicycle and broken jars
and all, scattered all over the street. What happened was that the driver suddenly braked when a woman who
wanted to buy gas signaled to him. I’m a victim, not a perpetrator. I’m still useful, not useless like they thought
when they threw me out of the hospital on April 30th.”
The man with the dark glasses hesitated for a moment.
“Look, we couldn’t help it. We were so busy with everything we had to do that we didn’t have any time for
compassion. And besides, we couldn’t just leave our own wounded in the hallways of the hospital.”
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“I’d already lost one leg—I didn’t take up that much space.”
“At least you were lucky enough to be airlifted to the rear by helicopter so all you lost was one leg, from the
knee down. I wish I’d been as lucky …”
The man with the dark glasses couldn’t continue. His friend said nothing, but tilted up his face. The two sat in
silence for a while. Finally, the man with the salt-and-pepper hair timorously inquired, “You mean your sight
could have been saved?”
“Yes, if “
“Were you too far away from the hospital? Or did you have a medicore corpsman?”
“Both.”
“Did your wife know?”
“I didn’t want her to.”
“Why?”
“Look, I couldn’t even tell her if I wanted. It took about a year, under normal circumstances, to get a message
to anyone. You have to understand that communication wasn’t easy. Also, information regarding the status of
soldiers had to be kept secret so as not to demoralize the rear.”
The voice of the man with the dark glasses suddenly became strident, as if he were reciting a lesson.
“Compared to the sacrifices of the revolutionary soldiers who lost their lives in the war, my suffering is
nothing.”
The bike rider looked at his friend with pity. He pushed the cup of coffee forward.
“Your cup is still full. Enjoy the coffee before it gets too cold.”
Embarrassed, the blind man replied: “Sure. Thanks.”He slowly moved his hand over the table. Since the cup
had been shifted, he almost knocked it over. The bike rider waited for his friend to find the cup handle, then
changed the subject:
“So your family has moved to the South?”
“That was our original plan. But …”
“But what?”
“Have you been back to Bong Song lately?”
“No.”
“I didn’t feel at ease, returning to our village after liberation. I wouldn’t have minded if I’d become somebody,
but as you see, I’m just a cripple. I knew I would never again be able to see the cocoanut groves on my mother’s
land, but I was just as happy to hear the sound of the water conveyors splashing into the River Lai or just to dip
my feet into the cool waters of the river of our youth. I’d been wanting to return to the village for so long. I
couldn’t afford the fare for my entire family, so I just took my youngest with me.”
“Why didn’t you bring your wife?”
“I would have loved to, but as I said, I couldn’t afford it. My youngest child is only seven, so I could get a free
fare for her because of my disability. Anyway, it was good that my wife didn’t come.”
“…”
“My relatives had all been displaced. 1 couldn’t find a single one. I was told they’d moved away, first to Quy
Nhon in 1972, then for some other place that I didn’t know. I was told that all the tops of the cocoanut trees had
been sheared off. I spent the night at the bus station, then left for Thanh Hoa the next morning. I didn’t even have
time to ask about our school mates at Nguyen Hue. Do you have any information about them?”
“Who do you want to know about?”
“Oh, that whole bunch of old classmates. Let me jog my memory for a moment. How about the guy who sat at
the end of the first table in grade seven? That kid who had a habit of blowing his nose all the time.”
“Quang. He became a village chief after the Geneva agreement.”
“That important, huh! Did he incur a lot of ‘blood debt’?”
“I don’t know. All I know is that after 1965 his whole family was massacred by a hand grenade tossed into his
house while the family was having dinner.”
The two friends remained silent for a while. When the blind man continued the conversation, his voice had
become soft again.
“What about Luan? The one who took such great pride in his Kaolo fountain pen with its crystal nib.”
“He became rich and owned several restaurants in Phu Cat. When the American troops moved into the area, he
turned into a real wheeler-dealer in smuggled goods. He practically got rich overnight.”
“Ah, a capitalist! Hey, what about that bum who peed on little Ly when he jumped into that trench during an
air raid?”
“That was Duc. We used to call him Duc Cong.\fn{A note reads: “Crimes against the people”.}
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“Right. I remember how angry he’d get when we called him that. What became of him?”
“He joined the guerrillas in the early years. Back when we began to outlaw the communists.”
“With decree 10/59. How well did he perform?”
“You’d know that better than I would.”
“How about yourself?”
“Nothing exciting. I moved to Nha Trang with my uncle after 1955. Went to high school and graduated with a
diploma. Then I went to college, but I flunked math two times in a row and got drafted. I was assigned to an
artillery unit. I was wounded four times during my ten years of service—lost a leg before I lost everything else. I
wasn’t as lucky as you.”
The blind man turned his face to the other man.
“What do you mean ‘lucky as me’? You have to be kidding.”
The bike rider stopped and thought for a moment.
“I remember when we were going to school in Bong Song—you had the reputation of being able to memorize
everything by heart. I always thought, as long as someone has something to remember …”
The blind man remained motionless and quiet. The statue-like man was still squatting with his arms hugging
his knees. His face showed signs of sadness. His friend spoke softly:
“You don’t feel well, do you? Do you want to leave?”
“I think we have to. I have some errands to run.”
The bike rider stirred his coffee with his spoon. The shop owner approached them.
“Would you like some tea now?” The bike rider waved his hand.
“No need. How much do I owe you?”
The blind man quickly dropped his feet. “It’s my treat. How much is it?”
“Fourteen dong. Coffee is getting expensive nowadays.”
“That much! I was told it would cost a dong a cup.”
“Pure coffee is always expensive,” the shop keeper explained patiently. “Though back when we were allowed
to play music it was only ten dong a cup.”
The blind man groped in his pocket.
“Here, let me get that,” the bike rider said quietly.
The owner had run out of small change and had to give him four cigarettes instead. He handed them all to his
friend. The blind man groped for his aluminum cane.
“Let me give you a ride—I’ll take you wherever you want to go,” the bike rider offered.
“Thanks, but I wouldn’t want to sit on your bike when your legs are like that. I can walk.”
“Up to you, friend. See you later.”
They parted. The blind man groped his way out of the shop with his aluminum cane. The bike rider limped
over to the bamboo hedge to retrieve his bike.
Neither of them remembered to get the other’s address.
158.81 Excerpt from La Fleur Sauvage\fn{by Duong Thi Minh Huong (1941-1969)} Vietnam (F) 3
Les uns derrière les autres, ils gravissent péniblement la pente boueuse et glissante. La file s’étire comme une
longue corde tendue du fond de la vallée au sammet de la montagne. Ceux qui marchent au milieu voient s’aligner
au-dessus d’eux d’énormes havresacs perchés sur des dos courbés et au-dessous d’eux, des chapeaux de brousse
enfoncés sur des têtes penchées en avant. Les visages sont rouges de fatigue.
Un ordre se transmet de bouche en bouche:
“Accélérez le pas! Région dangereuse!”
La colonne progresse à travers un paysage apocalyptique. Ici, les B.52 ont éventré la jungle, laissant à
découvert la latérite couleur de sang. Là, la végétation étouffée par les produits chimiques porte un deuil gris, des
arbres calcinés dressent vers les nuages leurs moignons tordus et broyés.
Les combattants de Libération transpirent de tous leurs pores. Ils portent leur arme en bandoulère, certains une
mitrailleuse à l’épaule. Les grenades, le sac aux boules de riz et le bidon d’eau pendent à leur ceinture. A chaque
pas, les deux boudins de riz, la pelle et le pic attachés au havresac se balancent avec les paquets d’explosifs et les
cartouchières battant les flancs.
Le chef de la colonne, Thang, regarde de temps en temps sa montre-bracelet, puis suit des yeux la fine
silhouette de Phuoc, l’agent de liaison. Celle-ci marche en tête, à pas pressés, sans donner signe de vouloir se
ralentir. Ses cheveux noués en “queue de coq” oscillent régulièrement sur sa nuque, à la cadence des épaules. La
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hotte de courrier saute sur son dos chaque fois qu’elle enjambe un filet d’eau, une crevasse ou des racines
noueuses.
Des paroles aigres fusent:
“Un peu de repos! On a marché hier toute la nuit.”
“Pas de pause depuis deux heures! On a dépassé l’heure réglementaire.”
“Ralentissez donc!”
“Camarade agent de liaison, pensez que nous avons encore beaucoup de chemin à faire!”
Aucune réponse. Il faut marcher. Les montées se succèdent aux montées, plus raides les unes que les autres. La
piste semble interminable. Thang fronce ses noirs sourcils arqués et grogne:
“Sapristi! Il est vrai que l’agent de liaison a le droit de régler la vitesse. Mais elle exagére. A cette allure là, elle
va esquinter tous les gars, d’autant plus qu’il y a des malades.
A grandes enjambees, il la rejoint:
“Dites, lance-t-il; ne pourriez-vous pas accorder aux camarades une courte pause?”
Phuoc se retourne et répond doucement:
“C’est un parcours frappé constamment par les bombes et les roquettes. Les étapes ont été fixées. L’agent de
liaison ne peut prendre des libertés avec le règlement.”
“Je le sais, je le sais …, rétorque-t-il, mais ne voyez-vous pas que les camarades n’en peuvent plus?”
“Je n’y peux rien, chef.”
Un remous se dessine dans les rangs. Quelqu’un essaie de raisonner:
“C’est pas que nous craignions les fatigues. On a fait ses preuves en marchant des mois entiers, d’un front à un
autre. Mais il faut savoir ménager ses forces pour le moment opportun.”
Un autre pousse une exclamation plaintive, comme un enfant:
“Fichtre! C’est a vous déboulonner les genoux.
Phuoc maintient son allure sans se laisser ébranler.
*
Dans le silence peisant de la montagne, on entend la respiration haletante des hommes.
Les jeunes boute-en-train eux-mêmes sont malintenant muets comme des carpes.
Thang s’accroche aux racines d’arbre pour ne pas dégringoler la pente. Ses yeux s’éclairent à la vue d’un
torrent dont l’eau cristalline bouillonne autour des rochers de toutes formes.
Il s’adresse à Phuoc, plein d’espoir:
“Il y a de l’eau ici. On s’arrête, n’est-ce-pas, camarade? Le temps de laisser les gars prendre leur déjeuner.”
“L'endroit n’est pas sûr, chef. Encore un bout de chemin.”
Le chef esquisse un sourire piteux. Se contenant à grandpeine, il lui dit:
“Sur un champ de bataille, il n’y a pas d’endroit sûr, camarade Phuoc. S’ils ne prennent pas de repos, comment
pourrontils continuer la marehe demain? Nous n’avons pas comme vous qu’un trajet à couvrir!”
Les cils de la jeune fille battent rapidement comme pour refouler une larme.
Le corps trempé de sueur, le dos et les flancs mordus par le havresac, le pistolet, le bidon et tout l’encombrant
attirail, Thang sent ses jambes flageoler et la terre lui manquer sous ses pieds.
N’en pouvant plus, il montre son genou au guide:
“C’est la cicatrice d’une blessure que j’ai reçue pendant la première résistance.\fn{ Contre les Français.} Je n’ai
plus les jambes ausi solides que les vôtres. Beaucoup de camarades de mon unite sont dans le même cas. Le
savez-vous?”
Elle répond, la voie égarée par l’émotion:
“Chef, j’ai vécu assez longtemps ici pour savoir que ce calme est trompeur. Les avions ennemis viennent
plusieurs fois par jour pilonner ce parcours, au moment le plus inattendu, même la nuit. C’est pourquoi—”
“Je le sais, il lui coupe la parole d’un ton sec, le champ de bataille est par définition un lieu de danger. Mais
vous exagérez quand même.”
Il regrette aussitôt ses paroles, surtout en prsence des soldats.
La jeune fille se mord les lèvres. Aucun muscle de son visage ne bouge. Ses yeux brillants et humides
regardent droit devant elle.
*
Vers les deux heures de l’après-midi, la colonne arrive au bivouac. Aussitôt commence un tohu-bohu. On jette
ses sacs et tous ses équipements sur la terre, détrempée couverte de feuilles mortes. On souffle encore comme un
bœuf mais on s’inteirpelle, on plaisante, on pousse des jurons et des cris.
“Pour pouvoir la suivre, fit l’un, j’ai dû penser continuellement a Nguyen Van Troi\fn{ Jeune patriote, électricien de
Saigon.} défiant le peloton d’éxécution.”
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Un autre vitupère :
“La méchante fée nous a tous éreintés.”
Un troisième ajoute:
“J’ai les pieds gercés. Elles est de marbre.”
Tout à coup, les visages se tournent en direction de Phuoc.
Une voix stupéfaite so fait entendre:
“Comment! La voilà qui repart tout de suite après nous avoir laissés aux gains du responsable de l’étape. Elle
est. formidable.”
Un autre repond:
“On est parti à six heures du matin pour arriver ici à deux heures. Même en prenant des raccourcis et en se
hâtant, elle ne pourra atteindre notre étape de départ avant huit heures du soir.”
Déjà la silhouette svelte s’éloigne sur la piste boueuse.
Les bavardages cependant continuent. Pourquoi la jeune fille est-elle si pressée? Elle mérite bien une nuit de
repos!
“Sans doute qu’elle ne veut pas manquer son rendez-vous. Oh! la jeunesse! jette quelqu’un d’un air entendu.”
Le crépuscule vient avec ses masses d’ombre tombant de la frondaison. La pluie secoue ses voiles humides sur
la montagne. Sous de vastes tentes, les combattants se balancent agréablement sur leurs hamacs. Le vent mugit de
plus en plus fort. La forêt semble hurler dans les tenebres. A travers le sifflement de la pluie, on perçoit tout à
coup le grondement sourd des B.52, suivi d’explosions qui roulent comme le tonnerre. Raidis dans leurs hamacs,
les combattants'se tiennent sur le qui-vive, prêts à sauter dans les tranchées.
Le responsable de l’étape, drapé dans un grand carré de nylon, vient trouver le commandant pour lui demander
d’éloigner les hommes des grands arbres.
“Où pensez-vous qu’ils jettent les bombes? S’enquiert Thang.”
“Probablement sur le parcours que vous venez de traverser. Les canons tonnent également de ce côté.
Heureusement que vous êtes partis assez tôt.”
Vers l’aube, les bruits de bombes et d’obus s’espacent. Mais le vent soufflant par bourrasques continue à
secouer fortement les arbres. La pluie tombe dru et serré d’un ciel de plomb.
A cinq heures et demie, les combattants sont réveillés par un long coup de sifflet strident. Ils prêtent l’oreille.
Le froissement des feuilles et le bruit des pas dans la boue indiquent une nombreuse présense humaine toute
proche. Effectivement, une nouvelle unité d’infanterie se présente dans le campement. Les hommes, au visage et
aux mains blancs comme le linge, sont trempés jusqu’aux os. Leurs vêtements tout crottés dégouttent d’eau. Ils
ont marché toute la nuit.
“Phuoc! Mais c’est notre Phuoc!” remarque à haute voix quelqu’un derrière Thang.
On reconnaît tout de suite la fine silhouette et la démarche rapide de la jeune fille. Sa blouse et son pantalon
noirs collent à son corps menu. Sa belle chevelure est couverte d’un mince vernis de boue. Son visage ovale qui
semble un peu amaigri reste illuminé par deux yeux limpides et brillants. Elle tient à la, main un bouquet de fleurs
sauvages, aux pétales roses, aux étamines écarlates poudrées d’or. Elle salue les anciens d’un sourire discret de
ses lèvres de corail.
“Mlle Phuoc … camarade Phuoc!” s’éxclame-t-on emu. Un combattant la complimente:
“Vous êtes infatiguable, un véritable pigeon voyageur! Elle rougit, gênee, en s’éloignant.”
“Oui, c’est un pigeon voyageur infatigable, dit l’officier en posant son sac sur un tronc d’arbre gisant sur le
sol.”
Il pousse un soupir d’aise, puis continue en regardant Thang et les hommes rassemblés autour de lui:
“Hier soir, à l’étape, nous venions à peine de nous coucher quand nous reçûumes l’ordre de repartir tout de
suite. Le seul agent de liaison disponible avait un accès de fièvre. Le responsable de l’étape ne pouvait quitter son
poste. A ce moment rentra notre camarade Phuoc, trempée et crottée comme si elle venait de sortir des égoûts.
Son chef lui demande d’un ton enjoué:
“Encore un ‘vilain tour’ des B.52, n’est-ce pas, petite? Tu as manqué d’être enterrée vive, pas vrai? Pourquoi
n’es-tu pas restée là-bas une nuit?”
“Il n’y a pas tant de monde chez nous. J’ai peur qu’une tâche imprévue ne vous mette dans l’embarras.
D’ailleurs, je voudrais chercher un peu de légume sauvage dans un coin que je connais bien pour améliorer notre
ordinaire.
Il lui propose d’assurer la permanence à l’étape à sa place pour qu’il puisse servir de guide à notre colonne.
Elle lui coupe la parole:
“Non, non! Laisse-moi le faire. Je connais bien le parcours. Tu dois rester ici. Il se peut qu’il arrive des
blessés.”
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Et sans attendre la réponse, elle courut faire du feu pour faire cuire du manioc. Le responsable de l’étape la
suivit avec des yeux attendris:
Vous pouvez être tranquille quand c’est Phuoc qui vous conduit, nous dit-il avec fierté. Elle est leste comme un
écureuil. Elle fait chaque jour au moins deux fois ce trajet dangereux et sourit tout Ie temps. Une tempête en
pleine forêt, une bombe explosant à dix mètres, du manioc consommé à longueur de mois, rien ne peut altérer son
humeur.
L’officier politique hoche la tête avec une lueur admirative dans les yeux et poursuit:
“Il a dit vrai, le eamarade. Nous avons vu Phuoc à l’œuvre la nuit dernière. Il fallait la voir chaque fois que
survenaient des B.52 ou que pleuvaient des obus. C’était alors un chef énergique et lucide.”
Un jeune combattant interpelle Phuoc:
“Rendez-moi mon sac, camarade!”
Elle accourt pour lui remettre son équipement. Il la remercie en termes touchants:
“Sans votre aide, je ne sais comment j’aurais pu me traîner jusqu’ici avec un pied qui cloche.”
Elle lui répond doucement:
“J’ai l’habitude de porter quelque chose de lourd sur man dos pendant la marche. Ça donne de l’équilibre.
Une cascade de rires la fait rougir.
Un coup de sifflet retentit. Les nouveaux arrivés sedispersent pour aller se reposer dans leur hamac. Assise sur
un rocher aplati, Phuoc ouvre son paquet de manioc pour en manger avec du sel. Tout en mâchant, elle essuie
avec des feuilles sèches du sang qui coule des morsures de sangsue à ses pieds et à ses mallets.
Thang la regarde fixement, suivant d’un œil attentif ses moindres gestes. De temps en temps, il se tire les
cheveux, comme mécontent de lui-même. Il se décide à s’approcher d’elle. Elle lève les yeux, lui sourit et l’invite
à prendre un morceau de manioc.
Thang se sent décontenancé. Il regarde les fleurs sauvages posés près de la jeune fille et engage la
conversation:
“Pourquoi faire ces fleurs, camarade Phuoc?”
“Ce soir, notre groupe de la Jeunesse Travailleuse admet un nouveau membre. C’est pour la cérémonie. Sur
notre étape, les fleurs sont rares tandis que sur mon trajet, c’est plus facile de trouver ces belles fleurs qui
poussent près des racines noueuses. Elles ont l’apparence fragile, mais elles resistent à la tempéte et aux averses
les plus violentes.”
Thang se sent un peu soulagé de l’entendre causer à cœur ouvert. Il lui dit d’une voix hésitante:
“Camarade Phuoc, je n’ai pas été hier très correct à votre égard, j’ai même pensé du mal de vous. Ne m’en
voulez pas.”
Elle la regarde avec un étonnement non déguisé, de ses yeux transparents comme l’eau de roche:
“Qui vous a dit que je vous en voulais? Comment en vouloir à des combattants qui luttent contre les Yankees et
les traîtres?”
On vient annoncer à Thang que la colonne est prête pour le départ. Il serre la main a la jeune fille et lui dit
d’une voix émue, les yeux posés sur le bouquet:
“Au revoir et merci, fleur sauvage!” …
24.95 The Rucksack\fn{by Le Lulu (1942-

)}

Hai Hung Province, Vietnam (M) 2

“Would you say that again?”
Annoyed, Sai said, “I did what you told me to do.”
“You put in the whole rose?”
“Yes.”
Chau wanted to scream, spew out the suppressed anger swelling in her chest.
“I asked you to use about ten petals. You threw in the whole rose. No wonder we have problems. Whatever!
Watch the baby so I can go get him some medicine.”
She hurried to the door, afraid that in a few more seconds she wouldn’t be able to hold back the words she
wanted to hurl like a bowl of dirty water into the face of this careless simpleton.
For the last few days, Sai had been taking the baby outside to show him off while he was talking to his
acquaintances; now the child had a cold. This morning, Chau had been able to obtain a white rose that was as big
as a chen vai cup and a few quat hong bi-wampee fruits. But then she’d had to go back to the office, so she’d told
Sai to put one wampee fruit, ten rose petals and a few drops of honey into a cup, steam it in the double boiler and
then let the baby drink the mixture a few drops at a time. “I know, I know,” Sai had said impatiently, then threw
all three wampee fruits and the whole rose—over a hundred petals—into the bowl and let the baby drink it all.
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Now the child had diarrhea. Just over seven months old and the infant was dehydrating! It was just what her
mother and sister had warned her against—diarrhea, they’d told her, could easily become a recurring disease,
almost impossible to cure.
Tears welled up in Chau’s eyes. There were so many men of good family and position she could have loved.
Instead she fell for this coarse peasant, an ignorant man always afraid that others might consider him inferior, yet
at the same time so arrogant about having won on the battlefield, facing up to the Americans, that he thought he
would survive anywhere, do anything. Even with his limited education—he’d only finished one year of college
before going into the army—her husband didn’t think he needed to listen to anyone or to enlarge his
understanding of anything. The only reason he picked up a newspaper or a book was to cover his face and snore.
From the day of their wedding, she’d never seen him pondering anything, studying anything thoroughly. And yes,
she felt mortified when people in the neighborhood scolded her because she forced him to wait on her. But since
both of them had to work, why shouldn’t she ask him to help her out if she found him just sitting around, doing
nothing? Besides, he seemed to enjoy doing physical rather than mental work. Had he devoted his efforts to some
worthy project, some objective, Chau would have been willing to do everything herself, more, she would have felt
proud of him, not have a second thought about putting in an extra effort to create the conditions for him to
advance. She couldn’t believe the mistake she’d made.
By the time she came back with the medicine, the baby had already discharged seven times within the span of
an hour. He’d gone sixteen times altogether, in less than half a day! Bewildered, Chau inserted the pill into the
baked lime and put it on a bed of charcoal until it cooked to white ashes. Then she mixed the ashes with lukewarm
water. With this method, passed down from age-old family tradition, hundreds of babies had been cured. Usually
it only took a dose of three pills. But after six pills, her child was still discharging profusely. People from all over
the housing complex came by to give advice. Some offered blades of la then da, iron sulfate, or guava buds
roasted until yellow and then liquefied. Others suggested cay co sua, young wild grass, or ha tho sac, purslane
roasted until it was yellow; or roasted, burned rice boiled into a drink, all to no avail. The more fluids the baby
took in, the more he passed out. All the medicines, the herbs touted by the best known healers of Hanoi to be the
most effective, did nothing. Chau’s mother, sister and nieces came by and exhorted her to take the baby to the
hospital. Her brother offered her use of the office car from his department. Amid all the confusion, Chau saw
support coming only from her side of the family.
As for Sai, he only did what she angrily ordered him to do: from his actions, someone would think him an
indifferent stranger with no sense of responsibility towards her baby. It made her all the more resentful that he was
the one who had brought about the disaster in the first place. And why, with their house right in the middle of the
city, did he allow the baby to get so dehydrated before taking it to the hospital?
In the emergency room, the baby’s pulse became very faint and his blood pressure dropped to a dangerous
level. His eyes took on a vacant stare; his lips became dry as stones; his temperature reached 41.2
degrees.\fn{Centigrade.} Still he wasn’t allowed to take water. Even as she worried frantically, in another part of the
pediatric emergency room a three month old baby died on the table because of too much loss of liquid. When she
saw the child being carried away, Chau screamed and fainted.
Her relatives stared at Sai as if he was a criminal. If something happened, he would be responsible for snuffing
out two lives. Sai felt numb. He ran here and there like a puppet, following the commands or accepting the
scolding of anyone who yelled at him. He was relieved to be ordered to do something, even when he really didn’t
understand the reasons for doing it.
Drawing from his own experience, Chau’s brother sent a car to pick up his friend, the vice director of the city’s
best children’s hospital. The vice director put together a team of doctors and medical students to take charge of the
case. Despite some objections and his own uncertainty, he decided to go ahead with the team’s procedures to
bring down the baby’s temperature and prevent the child from going into convulsion.
For twelve days and nights Sai sat and pressed the needle, keeping it securely attached to the vein, watching
every drop of water, every drop of fluid, fall slowly from the inverted IV\fn{ Intravenous.} bottle into the conduit
line. He knew if he let the flow go too fast, it would back up; too slow and it would cause either blockage or
insufficient nutrients. Drop by drop, tens of liters of water and blood entered his baby’s veins and Sai did not
allow one drop to fall faster or slower than the initial adjustment made by the nurse. Years later he would still feel
the pain in his own flesh that he felt when the nurses stuck a needle into the baby’s temple or forehead or ankle.
Whenever the vein was not found, the needle was pulled out, drawing a spurt of blood. The nurse cringed, her
face falling like a popped bag, but her fingers kept jabbing the needle into the baby’s head, time and again,
breaking all the veins while she muttered, “I still can’t find one.”
His heart breaking, Sai blurted, “Please …”
“If you’re afraid your child is being hurt here, why don’t you take him home and treat him yourself?” the nurse
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snapped.
Although Chau fainted that first night, during the following days she sat by her husband next to the transfusion
table, securing the needle for Sai when he went out to eat or to relieve himself in the back yard or, when he could
no longer abstain, had a smoke on the water pipe. At night, he insisted she rest and leave the baby to him. If not
for these times during the emergency, he thought he probably would never be able to mollify the anger of his
wife’s family. Before, they’d been taken with him because he was hard-working and artless—people felt he was
cunning but charming—his cunning that of a peasant, not of a charlatan. He was loved because he was seen as
naïve and simple, in contrast to his wife’s seasoned shrewdness. But now he’d managed to create an impression of
incompetence.
Everybody has the right to show disdain for an ignoramus.
After moving from the emergency room, Chau stayed at the hospital to be with the baby while every day Sai
brought clothing and diapers home to wash and took back meals for his wife. He tried to prepare the dishes Chau
liked, to atone for his dereliction, and Chau was pleased when everyone in the ward remarked how much her
husband pampered her. But even so, something inside her refused to release her anger. She grew more indifferent
to Sai, only communicating with him when it was unavoidable and even then speaking to him as if he was a
stranger. When they had first fallen in love, her whole family had been cold to Sai. But he’d thought that as long
as Chau loved him, that would be enough. Then, after the wedding, when Chau nagged or criticized him, her
family had shifted its sympathy to him and he’d thought he’d found in them a source of love and support.
But now, feeling contempt from both Chau and her relatives, he felt like a man who had been climbing up a
tree, believing he was within arm’s reach of the fruit, only to discover that the distance was still immense and he
was exhausted. He had not the strength left to go any further—and yet to stop trying now would be too
humiliating. For the first time since he’d gotten married he felt totally alone and totally ineffectual. For the first
time he was afraid of the coldness he could feel in the looks and words of his wife and her family, a coldness that
made it impossible to find a foundation for happiness. Looking at himself, he couldn’t find the man he’d set out to
be …
His old army rucksack had at first been put on top of the cabinet, then squeezed under the bed, then hung
behind the door; finally, it was tied to the rafters under the roof where it wouldn’t get in the way. In the morning,
when Chau climbed up on a chair to hang up the quilt, her head accidentally bumped against the sack’s hang-go.
She immediately took a knife, cut off the straps, and threw the rucksack on the single bed where Sai slept. Only
that night, while trying to lay his head on what seemed a very bumpy pillow, did Sai realize it was there. Stunned,
he noticed the stumps of the severed straps and saw the quilt hanging under the roof and realized what had
happened. He could even picture the look on his wife’s face when she flung the rucksack aside.
It was as if something was lodged in his throat. He could barely breathe. Although he was ready to drop from
fatigue, he couldn’t even close his eyes. He lay perfectly still, trying not to even utter a sigh. After his wife
switched off the light, he lay in bed and fingered every item in his beloved rucksack. Touching these things he had
forgotten about, he was at once short of breath, as if reliving the violent hardships of the past, the fits of high
fever, the bombing attacks, the times when he’d had to piss into the canteen and drink it, that night when his
friend Them had lain wounded on the bank of the brook and he’d carried this canteen, this rucksack pressed into
his back, and Them as well. He could understand after a time that Them could not feel any pain, but he could still
not understand why he hadn’t felt anything either, even after knowing that the friend he was carrying had stopped
breathing.
This very metal bowl! It seemed just the other night that he’d poured water into it for Them so the wounded
man could swallow his dried provisions, and Them had cried out, “Let me have a little more. Don’t be so stingy,
brother.” Just the other night.
“Oh, Them,” he whispered, “I haven’t gone to see your mother and brothers these last few years—I don’t have
any time and I’m not in any condition, any frame of mind to think about you. And now, I don’t even have a place.
There is no place for me here—this is not my place …”
243.97 Excerpt from Water Buffalo Days: Growing Up In Vietnam\fn{by Huynh Quang Nhuong (1946-2001)} Mytho
Village, Central Highlands,* Vietnam (M) 8\fn{*The author says in the prologue to his book that “I was born in the central
highlands of Vietnam in a small hamlet on a riverbank that had a deep jungle on one side and a chain of high mountains on the other.” In
the back of this book, the name of the hamlet appears as “Mytho”. Elsewhere this spelling appears as “My Tho”. There is a “My Tho” in
Dong Thap Province; but this province is in the Mekong River Delta Region, not the Central Highlands Region, both of which are
histsorically definable as such, the latter consisting of five distinct provinces, each of which is subdivided into published districts. However,
except for the names of the district capitals, none of these districts are further subdivided into published names of towns, villages, or
hamlets; thus, if the statement of the author is to be believed—and there is no intrinsic reason not to believe him, since, of course, there is
no limit to the number of “My Tho’s” existing anywhere as place-names—(for example, according to W, there is another such spelling in
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Tien Giang Province, also in the Delta Region)—we must be content to identify his birthplace by his regional designation, rather than the
more definite provincial designation which, for whatever reason, the author clearly does not himself supply:H }

… My family owned a small herd of water buffaloes, which consisted of two females and a male named Water
Jug. The bull got his name because his big and round stomach resembled the kind of gourds we used as water
jugs. Water Jug was a good worker and a good friend.
He had never been sick in his life, but when old age caught up with Water Jug, he died little by little, like a
lamp burning its last drops of oil. For several weeks before his death he could not walk, and we had to bring food
and water to him.
On the morning we found him lying dead, we buried him in the graveyard, as we had done for all the dead of
our family.
Long after old Water Jug’s death, I still missed him, and I often sat at his graveside remembering the good
times we had spent together. During the rainy season, he had carried me on his back to the rice field, where I
fished.
One day while sitting on his back and fishing for sword fish, I became restless. Normally the pond was full of
sword fish, but that day I waited and waited and none of them would bite. I was making an earthworm jump on
the surface of the pond to lure the fish, when suddenly I saw a huge, snakelike head shoot out of the water and
snap at it. I was terrified and almost ordered Water Jug to back up and run. But soon the rest of a green turtle
appeared and snapped the fishing line with a single stroke of her foreleg.
It took me a minute to recover, as I had thought the head belonged to a huge horse snake, the most savage
reptile in the area. And at that moment old Water Jug lowered his head and snorted, ready to defend both of us.
I missed old Water Jug especially when it rained all day and frogs croaked loudly in the rice field. I wished I
could go there on his back to catch those tasty amphibians. The two female water buffaloes we owned, like most
water buffalo cows, were not trained to have people on their backs. And my parents would not let me go to the
field alone, because they did not want me walking on all those slippery paths. So I had to stay home, listening to
the endless croaking and missing old Water Jug more and more.
*
When I learned that my father was determined to replace Water Jug with a strong male who could lead the
whole herd of our hamlet, I was not enthusiastic at all.
Water Jug’s hard work, patience, mild temper, and obedience had won the hearts of all the members of our
family. I had hoped that my father would acquire another male as gentle and friendly as the late bull. I would not
know what to do with a spirited fighter whose main function was to guard the whole hamlet’s herd rather than to
accompany me on various pleasant outings.
My distrust of belligerent males stemmed from my observation of the current leader of the herd, Hurricane. I
once saw this fierce bull kill an upstart young male. With only the slightest provocation from the young bull,
Hurricane had charged over and opened huge gashes in his stomach with his sharp horns. From that day forward, I
refused to cross his path, even if I had to use another, much longer route home.
I did respect my father’s dream of owning the most powerful bull, though, a dream that he had nursed since his
boyhood. As a boy, my father had accompanied my grandfather to many distant places in search of a perfect
fighter, but they had not found one.
Water buffalo experts told my father that the great bulls had in common these physical characteristics:
buffaloes with sturdy legs and thick necks were hard workers. Those with compact bodies could move faster dur ing a fight, and ones with horns pointing slightly outward hooked their opponents more efficiently.
The experts told my father that the intelligence of a bull played a crucial role in his life as a fighter. There was
a constant threat of tigers, panthers, and lone wild hogs from the nearby jungle.
My father dreamed of a bull that could be a valuable worker and a strong fighter at the same time. It was
possible to have such a combination in an animal that had a fierce father from the mountains and a patient mother
from the lowlands.
I did not wish for his failure, but I expected that the prospect of my future excursions in the field or woods
would not be very bright if my father fulfilled his dreams.
*
One afternoon during his patient quest for the perfect bull, my father came upon a powerful male guarding a
herd on the slope of a high mountain. A thorough examination revealed to my father that the young leader
possessed all the characteristics of a great fighter.
My father next approached the herdsman, who sat in the shade of a nearby tree. He asked about the owner of
this magnificent bull and where he might acquire a young bull of the same quality.
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It turned out that the bull’s owner was Ong Kim, a former classmate of my father’s. He told my father
everything he wanted to know about the young bull.
Ong Kim had bought the bull two years earlier from a buffalo merchant who lived about twenty-four
kilometers from his village. My father would have a very good chance of finding a fine bull at this merchant’s
ranch, for the trader always had on hand numerous males of various sizes and ages and from various sources.
On the way to the merchant’s ranch, Ong Kim advised my father to be cagey while dealing with the cunning
and greedy trader. If my father saw a buffalo he wanted to buy, he should not show any interest in that one.
Instead, he should pretend to pay more attention to the others. In doing so, he might be able to beat down the price
and get a good bargain for the buffalo he really wanted.
Upon arriving at the dealer’s place, my father was very impressed by the number of water buffaloes available
for sale. More than two hundred of them were scattered on a very well-kept ranch, surrounded by thick bamboo
groves that made it impossible for buffalo thieves or dangerous wild beasts to penetrate the farm. A high fence,
which separated the males from the females, prevented any disturbances caused by rivalry among amorous bulls.
Since my father planned to buy a young bull, he went quickly into the males’ area. Ong Kim kept the merchant
busy by asking him question after question in order to give my father enough time to carefully scrutinize each
young male.
My father spotted a calf standing near a haystack. The yearling answered all his wishes. My father quickly
moved away from his favorite and pretended to pay attention to another young male, a gray one. When the
merchant and Ong Kim joined him, he said that he liked the bull, but he wished he were white, like the two
females he already owned. The merchant then showed him all the white bulls he had, but my father politely told
him that he did not like any of them.
My father walked back toward the gray bull he pretended to like, and on the way he stopped by his favorite,
who was still standing near the haystack. He asked the trader about the price of hay in the area, and about the
amount of money spent to feed the herd, all the while nonchalantly patting the back of his chosen bull. During the
conversation he glanced from time to time at the gray bull and repeated the same regret that he was not white.
And then he said that he had made such a long trip to see the herd and that he hated to go home empty-handed.
While preparing to leave, my father turned around and looked at his favorite and casually asked the merchant:
“How much do you want for this friendly one?”
Seeing that my father was not eager buy any of his buffaloes, the dealer quoted a reasonable sum. My father
then bargained with him for a while and finally bought the calf he wanted the most at a very good price.
On the way home, my father could not wait to show his family the magnificent calf. Ong Kim was very proud
of my father’s negotiating skills, and he was also very pleased with the choice. He agreed with my father that the
calf had mixed blood, half from the mountains and half from the lowlands. That was what my father had carefully
looked for—the mixed qualities of a hard worker and an excellent fighter.
This calf could rise to a position of leadership. However, there was a crucial factor, intelligence—that
remained to be seen. Without this quality, no matter how courageous, strong, and aggressive he was, the future
leader could not last long.
*
At the gate of the merchant’s ranch, the calf hesitated to go on. My father rubbed his neck, and Ong Kim gave
him a handful of green grass he had just pulled from the edge of the rice field. The calf quickly changed his mind
and willingly followed my father while munching the tender grass.
During the trip back to Ong Kim’s home, my father led the young buffalo by a rope passed through his nose.
Buffaloes’ noses arc quite sensitive, and a sharp tug on the rop would be very painful and would subdue the calf if
he became agitated. Ong Kim walked behind, so he could push the calf in case he balked again. However, they
did not have any trouble—the young bull followed my father obediently all the way back to Ong Kim’s place. He
behaved as if he had known my father for a long time. This pleased my father a great deal, because he had not
expected the calf with the fierce blood of a bull of the mountains to obey his new owner so quickly.
It was late in the afternoon when Ong Kim’s house came into sight. My father accepted his friend’s invitation
to stay overnight at his place, for it was too late to continue the trip home. To avoid a possible fight between my
father’s calf and the bull he owned, Ong Kim suggested that my father tie the young buffalo to a tree in the
garden, far from the shed where Ong Kim locked his herd for the night.
My father was quite tired from the long journey, but instead of letting his friend’s son feed the young bull, he
did it himself in order to win the calf’s trust. Before he went to bed, he returned to the garden to stay with the calf
for a while longer. He wanted to strengthen the bond between them, and also to feast his eyes on his new
possession.
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Early the next morning, my father brought food and water to the calf again. Again he devoured the food and
drank the water heartily. After eating, he showed great affection toward my father by licking his hand when he
patted his head. When my father took leave of his friend, Ong Kim offered to accompany my father as far as he
needed. My father thanked his friend but told him that he did not need his assistance, since the buffalo trusted him
much more now.
After thanking Ong Kim once more for his hospitality and help in finding the calf, my father hurried home. He
could not wait to show his family and neighbors his prize. The return journey seemed much longer to him.
As soon as my father arrived, neighbors crowded our courtyard, where the calf was temporarily tied to a stake.
Buffalo experts agreed among themselves that my father had made an excellent choice. An old man said that the
physical characteristics of the calf reminded him of the greatest buffalo he had ever known. That bull had gone
through many difficult fights without a loss. Finally he had died of old age, leaving behind many male offspring,
but none of them had reached the greatness of their glorious father.
Many people gathered around the young buffalo, but he seemed very much at ease. He swung his tail from side
to side and at times flicked his ears to chase flies away. The calf surprised everybody, because it was very rare to
find a friendly mixed-blood youngster. He did not show any discomfort or nervousness when a neighbor raised
one of his feet to examine a hoof. After careful observation, the man said that the narrow end of the hoof, its very
flat bottom, and its relatively small size indicated that the calf had good reflexes. This quality would be essential
during a fight against a quick and agile foe such as a tiger or panther.
When all the neighbors had gone home, my father remained by the calf to watch him despite his long, tiring
journey home. He was not tired of looking at the calf. He discussed with the family what our neighbor had just
revealed—our young buffalo had good reflexes. He was very glad that all the experts admired the calf, but there
was still one thing about the young buffalo that he was eager to know—his intelligence. My mother said that the
calf did not look stupid to her and that she already liked him because of his friendliness.
*
I was six years old when my father brought the calf home. Watching the young buf falo, I knew he would
become my good friend just as old Water Jug had been, and I intended to ask my parents to name him Water Jug
II. My father’s subsequent talks with his friends about the yearling’s potential as a future leader of the herd did not
worry me any longer. I thought that there was no way this friendly young buffalo would turn into a fierce animal
like Hurricane. I firmly believed that I could touch the calf anytime I wanted to. If he let a neighbor raise his leg
and examine his hoof, why not me, when I just wanted to pat his shoulder?
However, my father thought otherwise. He cautioned me not to come close to the young buffalo when nobody
was around. In his presence he would let me give the young bull food and water, and sometimes let me touch his
head. He explained to me that calves were unpredictable and that they obeyed anyone taller than themselves but
did not respect children and sometimes hurt them.
My father added that since he did not know the new buffalo’s reactions to children yet, it would be better for
me to keep away from him when I was alone. I listened to my father, but my trust in the calf never diminished.
My father wanted my cousin, who was ten years older than I and caretaker of the family herd, to befriend the
calf as soon as possible. My father advised my cousin to win over the young buffalo by treating him kindly and
not imposing his will on him.
Each day my cousin fed him, and while the calf was eating, he scratched his neck or rubbed his shoulder. In the
first few days he spent a great deal of time with the yearling, walking him about the hamlet and then in the field
so that he could become familiar with the neighborhood. The calf needed to know the area well, or he might get
lost if he became separated from the rest of the herd.
When my cousin led the calf along the numerous paths crisscrossing the rice field, he taught him not to eat the
rice plants. Any time the calf showed a desire to eat the plants, he gently pulled him away from them and
encouraged him to eat the green grass on the edges of the path. He repeated these lessons only a few times, and
the calf left the rice plants alone. My father was very happy, because a slow-witted calf would not have responded
to the training so well.
Despite the fact that the calf seemed happy at his new home, my father still kept the young bull tied to a tree in
the garden. He was afraid that he might try to return to the merchant’s ranch. Instead of being bothered by this
lack of freedom, the yearling seemed very much at ease. He spent time basking in the sun, rubbing his back
against a tree, and from time to time bellowing at our two females to attract their attention. He seemed amused
rather than disturbed by the quarrelsome chickens that often came to glean the few rice grains that dropped off the
straw he ate.
There was a silly baby billy goat that often left his mother and explored the garden where we kept the young
buffalo. He looked apprehensive when encountering the big newcomer for the first time. But soon he came closer
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to the calf when he realized that the big fellow meant no harm. Finally they became good friends, and the kid
stayed with the calf more than with his mother.
Sometimes from my window I saw them sparring in the moonlight. The kid would make a friendly charge,
then skip away playfully while the calf remained in the same place, waiting for his friend to come back and butt
him again. During the day, if the calf did not see his playmate, he bellowed a few times, and the goat would come.
My father had intended to sell this goat because we already had a good billy goat. But he changed his mind when
the calf and the goat became good friends.
Soon my cousin started training the yearling to allow a rider on his back. First he put a light object on the
calf’s back before heading out for the day. A few days later he replaced this object with a heavier one. When the
young buffalo reacted favorably to this approach, he put me on his back instead of an object of the same weight. I
was a little bit worried when the young bull stopped walking and looked back at me, but with my cousin’s
coaxing, he continued to walk around again.
My cousin told me to remain very still at first, and then to make calculated movements such as leaning
forward, backward, and sideways or sliding down to the ground and climbing up on his back again. He told me to
repeat these movements many times until the calf got completely used to having a rider on his back. Afterward he
taught the calf how to turn left or right or to stop by pulling the rope through his nose. When the calf responded
well to all the training, he rewarded him with a piece of brown sugar, of which the calf was very fond.
Training a buffalo to carry a person on his back was essential, for the herdsman couldn’t always follow his
herd on foot through muddy fields or marshy areas. Besides, riding on a buffalo’s back provided great comfort for
a farmer after a long day of hard work in the field. The rider could lean forward and take a nap during the trip
home, for buffaloes, once they know their way, can get home without any guidance. And during the rainy season,
when each family’s herd was in the field, someone had to ride on the back of a buffalo to keep the rest of the herd
from eating the rice plants. No matter how well trained, some buffaloes always nipped at the rice plants if no one
was looking.
When he accepted me as his rider, the friendship between the calf and me was begun. At each training session,
my cousin advised me to pat the calf on the shoulder before climbing on his back, and then to repeat the same
thing after dismounting.
Afterward he let me give the yearling the rewarding piece of brown sugar, which the calf always swallowed
very quickly. Then he licked my hand for any traces of sugar still sticking to my palm.
One day while he was doing that, I dared to pull his head down and lean mine against it. The calf gently butted
me on the forehead in a playful test of strength, as he had often done to his friend the billy goat. This re action
convinced me that the friendship between us had been firmly established. Soon after this, my father saw me pat
the calf’s nose without giving him any brown sugar, and the calf responding by licking my hand. From that time
on, he decided, I could be alone with the young buffalo.
*
Some of the best times of my life were spent roaming the rice field, riding on the young buffalo’s back. I had
ridden old Water Jug, but I had done so only when the old bull had not been needed in the field or at home. The
calf’s time was not yet in demand, so we were free to explore all the nooks and corners of the field or leisurely
catch all kinds of living creatures for food or for fun.
One of my favorite pastimes was going after field crabs. The field was full of them, but they were hard to
catch. They seldom ventured from their deep holes except at night. You had to stay very still near their nests and
wait. When they came peeping out of their holes, you would hit them with a stick. But with the calf nearby
making so much noise, eating watercress or green grass, no crabs would come to the surface. Instead, they would
remain at the bottoms of their holes, about two or three meters down in the hard clay soil.
To solve the problem, I tied the calf to a very long rope and left him grazing far away from me while I was
trying to ambush a crab. Field crabs tasted as good as sea crabs, or even better—especially at the end of the rainy
season, when they had stuffed themselves in anticipation of spending the six-month dry season deep in their holes.
In addition to field crabs, land lobsters were very much sought after in our area. Land lobsters look like
crawdads but are much bigger. They hid their nests in water plants, and it was almost impossible to detect them if
you were walking on a path. But if you left the path and walked along beside it in the muddy water, you could
find them easily. It was very tiring to walk in the mud, so I rode on the calf’s back when I wanted to catch land
lobsters. When I spotted a nest, I poured salt water into it, and the land lobsters jumped out like crazy. Quickly, I
clamped a basket down over the nest so the lobsters couldn't escape into the water of the field. I always carried a
basket, a bottle of salt water, and a bucket to hold the captured lobsters.

274

The young buffalo also helped me range far afield to capture fighting fish. The fighting fish in our region were
so fierce and courageous that if we put two males into the same container, they would fight each other to the death
unless we separated them.
The male fighting fish built his nest at the edge of a path and lived alone in it except for a brief time during the
mating season. After mating, the male made bubbles that stuck together, and floated on the surface of the nest.
Each bubble contained an egg, and the male remained alone to guard the nest. He had to chase the female away to
prevent her from eating all the babies hatching out of the eggs. The male always tried to hide the nest among
water plants or grass, but with patience you could find it. When you discovered a nest, you used a basket to
capture the male and put him in a container.
When the children in town saw me with a jar full of fighting fish, they were very excited. Fish from other areas
could not defeat the ones I sold them unless they were much bigger. Some children did not have money to pay for
a fish, so they would trade anything they owned—cookies, candies, or toys were welcome payment for me. I had
sold fighting fish before, but my sales increased with the calf’s help. Since I could catch more fish, I could afford
to give away one or two now and then. When a boy lingered on and looked at my fish longingly, I knew that he
had nothing to trade. I would give him a fish if he promised not to let the other boys know about it.
During the rainy season, the leaves of the golden water lilies growing in the rice field became very large, and
many water birds used them as nests. The birds usually chose ponds far off the roads and in marshy areas to
discourage people who might want to gather their eggs. They would even drop their eggs into the ponds if people
approached their nests. Since the calf was very fond of water lilies, and I liked to have those eggs, we often went
to the ponds together no matter how far away they were.
At first I watched the activities at various ponds while the calf grazed leisurely. If a bird kept coming back to
the same pond, there had to be a nest there. Males always brought food to females sitting on nests. Then I would
direct the calf toward that pond, and as I came closer, I would lie down on the calf’s back. Water birds did not
worry when water buffaloes wandered close to their nests. But if they saw me, they would drop the eggs into the
water before I could even spot the nest. Sometimes I was lucky and could bring home several dozen eggs of
different colors. As for the calf, his stomach would be so full of water lilies that he did not need any more food in
the evening.
During the dry season, fighting crickets hid in holes or cracks deep in the hard clay soil of the rice field. Since
their nests were very deep, the only way to capture them alive was to pour water into their holes. It was not
difficult to discover a cricket’s hiding place, but the problem lay in having enough water to pour in so that the
suffocated cricket would come out of his hole. With the calf’s help I could carry more water to the field and catch
more crickets to sell to the children in town.
Most children bought crickets to hear them sing or to let them fight against other crickets. Crickets, unlike
fighting fish, rarely fought to the death. They made a great deal of noise before they engaged in combat, but most
of the fights did not last long. After the defeat of his cricket, the owner would pull a hair from his head, tie one
end to the cricket's neck, and hold the other end and swing the cricket in the air for a while to make him angry.
When he became really angry, then he would fight again.
I saw many fights, but only once did I see two crickets fight to the death. They were both golden, and each of
them belonged to a friend of mine. I never forgot the day those two crickets fought. They were almost the same
size, and when my two friends put them together in a box, they squared off immediately. Unlike other crickets,
they did not sing fighting songs before they fought.
At first they opened their jaws, and each charged the other head-on in order to over turn his opponent. When
neither of them could gain any significant ground, each grabbed the other and bit his adversary’s legs off. After a
while neither one had any legs left, and their wings were all battered and torn. Despite the fact that they both had
numerous wounds, they continued squirming around and trying to bite each other’s bodies. In the end one died,
but the other still bit hard into his abdomen and refused to let go even when the owner wanted to separate them.
About five minutes later, the victorious cricket also died.
A male cricket could sing three kinds of songs. The fighting song before a fight against another male was very
frantic and shrill. The courting song was soft and insistent so as to attract the attention of a female somewhere
nearby. But the night song was the best because of its melody and soothing effect. Sometimes it also seemed sad,
because it reminded me of the loneliness of the night in the field.
*
When the sun was hot, I usually stayed in the shade of a tree while the calf wallowed in the mud nearby. He
liked mud very much, but any time I left the shade to do something, he got up and followed me. One day while he
was immersed in mud except for his nose, eyes, and ears, I climbed up a tamarind tree to pick the fruit for my
mother. Suddenly I heard the calf bellow. When I peered through an opening in the branches, I saw him nervously
275

looking for me. I immediately got down from the tree, and he ran to meet me. He licked my head and shoulders
and proceeded to get me all muddy.
After that day I often played hide-and-seek with the calf. When I saw the yearling was busy eating, I slipped
behind a bush and waited for him to look for me. I then yelled and waved at him to let him know where I
was.When he saw and ran toward me, I sneaked to another bush and let him search for me for a while at my
former place. When I noticed that he became worried, I yelled and waved at him again. The game contin ued until
I got tired, and then I let the calf find me. He became very happy, swung his tail from side to side, and butted me
playfully on the head.
One late afternoon while the calf was grazing peacefully nearby, I leaned against a tree and dozed off under its
cool shade. Suddenly I woke up and found the calf in front of me, nudging my side with his muzzle. At first I did
not know what he wanted. I stood up, rubbed my eyes, looked around, and realized that it had gotten late and the
sun had already disappeared behind the chain of mountains beyond the river. The calf was right: it was time to go
home.
Sometimes, when I did not want to do anything in particular, I would just stretch myself on the calf’s back and
let him carry me where he liked. I gazed at the sky and forgot everything around me. I felt as if the sky moved,
but not the calf and I. One day while doing this I suddenly fell into a pond full of water lilies. The calf was so
fond of lilies that he jumped into the water right behind me.
Often on the way home, I would lean forward, hold the calf’s shoulders in my arms, and close my eyes to rest.
And often the monotonous movements of the calf would lull me to sleep. One evening I did not wake up even
when the calf crossed the gate to our house. My parents panicked when they saw me in this prostrate state, and
were quite relieved when they found out there was nothing wrong with me.
Sometimes instead of going to the field, the calf and I stayed in the garden, and the goat joined us. The billy
goat had grown big and become cocky. Occasionally he and the calf still played together, but the game often
turned into a fight. The goat always tried to bully the calf by butting him very hard. Most of the time I had to
separate them so the goat would not get hurt.
One afternoon I left them alone while I went inside for a drink of water. When I got back to the garden, I saw
the goat struggling to remain afloat in the pond. Immediately I called my mother for help, and we fished him out
of the pond. After that the goat never went near the calf again, and they stopped being good friends.
Our two buffalo cows ignored the calf, because he was too young and small for them. As for the calf, he
stopped trying to get their attention, since he had me as a friend.
The calf and I had other children of the hamlet as playmates. During the harvest sea son, some crops were
ready to be harvested before the others. To avoid damage from rodents and birds, everyone in the hamlet helped
each family store their grains as soon as possible, the men in the field and the women at home. On the nights
when the other women came to our house to help my mother clean the grains for storage in the granary, they
brought their children with them.
While the mothers were working in the lighted courtyard, their children and I played with the calf. The calf
became a bus, and I was the bus driver. The bus route passed through the garden, the gate, and the edge of the
banana grove. There were two bus stops, one at the gate and the other in the garden. We adorned the yearling with
an old hat, hung a bell around his neck, and tied three red balloons to his tail. A long string was tied to the bell so
that I could ring it from the calf’s back.
When everything was ready, the passengers dispersed to the two bus stops, waiting for the bus to come. I
climbed on the calf’s back, rang the bell, and went to the first bus stop in the garden to pick up the first two
passengers. After that I went to the second bus stop, let the first passengers get off the bus, and stayed there long
enough so two new passengers could get on the bus. On the first two trips I had to signal the calf to stop at each
bus stop, but on the third trip he knew how to play and stopped by himself when he saw the children wave. I
needed only to signal him to start again when the exchange of passengers was complete. After several trips, I
stopped the calf near the place where my mother and her friends were working, gave him a piece of brown sugar,
and made him lie down to rest for a while.
While the calf rested, we transformed his back into a table by covering it with green banana leaves. On this
improvised table, I served my friends steamed ears of corn and sweet potatoes. The calf remained very still while
we ate, but once in a while he would raise his head slightly to look back to see what we were doing.
When we had finished all the food, we decided that the calf needed a medical exam ination, because he had
worked hard to carry us around. We took the old hat off. the calf’s head, untied the bell, and detached the three
balloons from his tail. We then listened to his heartbeat, examined his tongue and teeth, and looked into his eyes
and ears. One young doctor even pulled the calf’s tail to make sure that it was securely attached. After our
thorough examination, we all agreed that the calf was very healthy but very dirty. We drew water from the well
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and washed the calf all over. When we finished, it was late in the night, and all the doctors and bus washers
followed their mothers home.
*
When the calf grew into a young bull, he spent most of his time with my cousin in the field. He tilled the land
and brought the crops home. He drew water from the well, carried firewood home from the forest, and brought
farm products to the marketplace. He worked with my cousin as hard as he had played with me. When the dry
season returned, I loved having the bull to myself again. However, my father told me that he should go to the
pasture with the other buffaloes in order to learn from the current dominant male, Hurricane, how to protect the
herd from wild beasts. He insisted on this idea because the young bull had shown time after time the most crucial
characteristic of a good leader—intelligence.
As time passed, our buffalo grew. Judging from his great size and strength, most of the inhabitants of our
hamlet predicted that sooner or later there would be a fight for supremacy between our buffalo and Hurricane. So
far our young male had not made any serious move to challenge the older bull. However, the herdsman noticed
that while in the pasture, our bull often stopped eating and watched the leader from a distance.
At home, the young bull was still my best friend, and his affection for me seemed only to grow. But he had lost
his carefree attitude, even though he was only three years old. During our time together in the garden, he no
longer playfully butted me and then skipped away joyfully to avoid my make-believe blows. Nor did he chase
after me cheerfully when I gave him a little kick in the leg. Instead, he walked around gravely or lay down for
hours without showing interest in anything. However, once in a while he nudged his muzzle against my side or
licked my face when I patted his head.
At first I was surprised by the gravity of the young bull, and I was not happy with this new behavior. When I
talked to my father about it, he explained that the bull had reached maturity even though he was only three years
old. He said that the bull was now like a young man, and that his behavior was normal since a young man did not
play like a child any more.
Even with this explanation, I didn’t fully understand until one day when I held the bull’s neck in my arms and
found I could no longer reach all the way around it. For the first time, I realized that the bull had grown incredibly
large, and yet he remained as gentle and obedient as if he were still a calf.
Our full-fledged bull did not have a proper name yet. My father wanted to determine his most important
characteristic and give him a name that would be appropriate. For this we had to wait until the fight between our
bull and the dominant male of our hamlet—a brutal fight that I never wanted or expected from my gentle, friendly
giant.
One morning near the end of the rainy season, when our young bull left the herd and grazed alone, people
knew that the fight between the two bulls was imminent. With each passing day, the tension between the two
males had increased. Since O Lim, Hurricane’s owner, was a good friend of our family’s, my father invited him to
our house to find a way to avoid the fight, which might result in the death of one opponent—or worse, of both of
them. During the discussion, they agreed that there was no way to prevent the encounter. However, they could
make the clash less damaging by blunting the tips of the horns of the two buffaloes with old rags.
So far the two adversaries had shown their animosity by facing each other from a distance and roaring. But one
afternoon the tension reached its breaking point when a few young females left the older bull and joined the
younger male. Immediately, Hurricane left the remaining herd and moved toward the newly formed group while
bellowing so loudly that everyone in the hamlet went to the field to see what was going on. We chose a high
ground to watch the fight that we could not prevent.
Our young challenger left his small group and faced the older bull with determination. The two bulls ceased to
roar but kept walking toward each other. They stopped and positioned themselves when there were about fifty
meters between them. My father told me that they were preparing to charge, and that the result of the head-on rush
would tell which bull was stronger, since usually the weaker bull would fall backward.
Suddenly the two bulls ran at each other with all their force. We heard a mighty thud when their heads crashed
against each other. Hurricane seemed a bit shaken by the shock. Although he did not fall backward, his forelegs
buckled and his knees almost touched the ground. However, he quickly recovered from this disadvantageous
position.
In the beginning, the fight was fairly even. Each bull managed to deal the other forceful blows to the neck and
shoulders, but since the tips of their horns were covered with rags, they did little damage to each other. Then they
changed tactics by circling each other. This strategy is used for trying to overturn one’s opponent with a sudden
thrust. Once a buffalo is on his back, his opponent can easily kill him by opening his abdomen with a deadly hook
to the body.
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As the circling technique, followed by a sudden charge, proved to be fruitless, the two adversaries resorted to
pushing. Hurricane continued to fight well, but he was breathing harder and harder, and then he began to foam at
the mouth. At this moment my father told O Lim that he would like to separate them. O Lim conceded that his
buffalo was losing the fight, but said that to separate them now would not do any good. They would only fight
again the next day. He felt it would be better to let them fight to the end so that one could establish definite
supremacy over the other, and afterward they could live in peace with each other.
While my father and his friend were discussing the situation, Hurricane was losing ground. Suddenly the
younger bull pushed him over a small dike. But once Hurricane was behind the dike, he was able defend himself
much better. In this position neither bull could pull or push the other. So they locked horns and tried to break each
other’s necks. In his fury, Hurricane accidentally hooked his horns deep in the dike and pulled against it blindly.
With one desperate jerk of his head, his horns tore away from his skull and remained half buried in the dike.
Everyone cried out with astonishment and pity at this sudden tragic turn of events. Hurricane was stunned, and
blood streamed down his forehead. My father and my cousin rushed to our bull’s side and tried to appease him in
order to save Hurricane. They led the furious young bull away while O Lim, helped by other villagers, tried to
stop the old bull’s bleeding, using his shirt as a bandage. But the situation was hopeless. When he reached home,
Hurricane collapsed and remained unconscious until he died about an hour later.
My father went to see O Lim that evening and told his friend that he was sorry about the outcome of the fight.
O Lim begged him not to worry—no one could have predicted such a disaster. Besides, he was thankful to my
father for wanting to separate the two furious bulls when Hurricane was losing. He told my father that he would
let everybody know that it was he who had decided to let the fight continue. Afterward, he even insisted that my
father stay for dinner with his family. Later in the evening, when my father took leave of his friend, the two of
them liked each other even more than before the fight between their buffaloes.
I was shocked and also worried by the tremendous force and fury that our bull had displayed during the fight.
How could I ride on the back of this fearsome creature ever again? But my fears were dispelled at my first
meeting with the young bull after the fight. He remained the same gentle giant, nudging his head against my side
when I touched it.
The following day my father did not send our bull to the field as usual. Early in the morning he went to the
shed to see whether the young bull showed any sign of fatigue. There were some bruises on his shoulders that
needed some ointment, but overall the bull was in good shape after such a brutal fight. He did not show any
weakness; instead, he ate and drank heartily.
On this day our young buffalo finally received his name: Tank. My father decided on Tank because when he hit
Hurricane, the blow was like that of a tank. My father, my cousin, and I were so proud and fond of Tank that we
spent most of our time that day watching him. Tank seemed to miss the field, but my father decided to keep him
home all day, more for us to watch him than for him to rest. My father’s dream had come true—to have a good
worker and an excellent fighter in the same bull.
My father wished that my grandfather were still alive so that he could know the happiness of owning Tank. But
he also asked my cousin and me not to speak too much about our bull, especially in the presence of O Lim and his
relatives, who had suffered the loss of Hurricane.
The next day when O Lim came to visit us, my father promised him that as soon as one of our buffalo cows
had offspring from Tank, he would give him a male to replace Hurricane. O Lim was very happy about the
promise and spent most of his visit watching Tank with great admiration while sipping rice wine with my father.
He told my father that if need be, he would lend a hand in training Tank to fight raiding tigers or panthers.
He admitted that he was very sad to lose Hurricane, but nobody could have done anything to prevent the fight.
The only way would have been to keep Hurricane at home all the time, but as he added:
“What would be the use of a buffalo if he were always kept in a shed?”
Besides, he reminded my father, Hurricane’s death resulted from a self-inflicted wound. My father was very
happy to have such an understanding friend in O Lim.
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It’s not because of that evening. But since then, thoughts of her hadn’t left his mind. They would linger for a
while, then rush at him like a gust of wind, throwing his thoughts into chaos and disrupting his equanimity,
leaving behind vague and anguished longings. That evening, he was returning to Hanoi from a midland province.
An economic planner, he was used to these long, tedious trips. Dozing in his seat on the bus, he was awoke by
loud clanking sounds coming from the engine. The driver lifted the hood and moaned:
“Can’t make it to Hanoi this evening. The radiator is broken.”
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The passengers got off the bus to walk around and to breathe in the pleasant air of the midland area. Yellow
fields ran to the horizon. In the distance, one could see the uneven peaks of dark green hills, like a clique of mosscovered snails resting on a carpet of rice paddies. The yellow of ripe rice was pale in the fading sun, but it flared
up in spots, as if still soaked in light. At the edge of the road, the harvested field had a soft pink glow, as gentle as
adolescent love. The autumn breeze made him feel light-headed: He was free from projects, reports, criticisms,
approvals—all hindrances and distractions. It was an unusual feeling, this clarity. He walked briskly along.
By the side of the road was a row of houses. Their uneven roofs and white walls gave a strong warmth to the
landscape. Butted up against each other, the houses were fronted by a mishmash of verandahs in different styles.
In the small yards were tree stumps and piles of bricks. Nearby, pigeon coops perched on tree branches. At the
base of a mound of shiny yellow straw, smelling of harvest, an old hen led her chicks, cluck-clucking, searching
for food. A crude red and green sign announced a bicycle repair shop. In front, a dangling flat tire wobbled with
each gust of wind. Bunches of bananas, suspended from hooks, hovered over the heads of diners in the cheap
restaurants.
The serenity and melancholic air of the small town enchanted him. He didn’t know what he was thinking, but
he walked up and down the streets admiring the familiar views, especially the shrubs and poinciana plants behind
the houses. The yellow flowers bloomed in the quiet evening.
“Uncle, come in for a drink. We have country rice pies and sticky-rice cakes.”
An old woman behind a small glass display case leaned forward to greet her customer. He was a little
surprised; it had been a long time since he heard such a natural, friendly greeting from a shopkeeper. He walked in
and sat down on a long bench. He didn’t know why he had walked in; he wasn’t hungry, thirsty or in need of a
smoke from the water pipe. But he had a strong intuition he was waiting for something. It was vague yet urgent.
His heart beat anxiously.
The shopkeeper leisurely poured out a bowl of green tea for her customer. Then she sat back, chewed her betel
nut and said nothing. He raised the bowl of tea, took a sip and looked around. A gust of wind whirled some yellow
leaves. From a distance, they looked like tiny gold grains that nature had generously scattered.
He had known all of this at one time. They were images from his past, although he wasn’t aware of it. He felt
increasingly uneasy.
“Grandma, should I make more rice wafers?”
A girl’s voice echoed from inside the house. The sound of her voice startled him. He almost got up to rudely
peer into the other room. But he restrained himself. The shop owner’s granddaughter came out from the back:
“I baked ten more rice wafers, Grandma. There’s none left in the basket!”
Seeing him, the girl stepped back cautiously. The old woman opened the bag and took out a bunch of small
rice pancakes.
“Bake twenty small ones for Grandma. They’re easier to sell.”
The girl answered “yes” in a low voice and leaned over the earthenware basin to blow into the fire. The white
ashes flew up, danced in the air and gently landed on her shiny black hair. Her teenage face was smooth and ruddy
as a ripe fruit. Her nose was straight and graceful. She had a simple haircut, parted down the middle. He couldn’t
take his eyes off her; his heart beat excitedly.
“This is it!” This unspoken sentiment had echoed within him as the girl came out. Twenty-three years ago,
when he was in the tenth grade and a boarder in a small town, there was a similarly pretty and well-behaved girl.
The same earthenware basin with red coals throwing off cinders, the same ruddy cheeks and round wrists—but
the girl from his memory had a long hollow trace on her forehead. There were the same poinciana flowers and
tiny yellow leaves, scattered by gusts of wind, dotting the ground in autumn, when sounds from the radio mixed
with rustling from the unharvested rice paddies and the incessant noises of insects—the lazy, forlorn music of a
small town.
It was odd how deeply buried these memories were. He was very poor then. Each month, his mother would
send him only three dong for pocket money and 10 kilograms of rice. But he studied harder than all the other boys
in his class, who called him a bookworm. The pretty girl lived next door to the house where he rented his room.
She used to lean her arms against the fence and listen to him memorize poems out loud. Her mother was a food
vendor; she would squat in front of the earthenware basin to bake rice wafers for her mother. At night, when he
studied, she also lit an oil lamp and sat under the carambola tree to do her homework. At 10 o’clock, as his face
was still buried in a book, she would hoist a carrying pole onto her shoulder to go get water for her family. She
was a good student and never needed his help. Still, she would look at him admiringly as he diagrammed a
geometric problem, or as he closed his eyes and recited, smooth as soup, a long poem. By the time she came back
with the water, he would be ready for bed. He was so hungry he had to literally tighten his belt. It was then she
would bring him a piping hot rice wafer. The two of them didn’t say much. Usually, he just smiled:
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“What luck, my stomach was growling.”
He never bothered to thank her. But they both felt that they needed to see each other, look at each other’s faces
and talk about nothing. Neither of them dared to ask too deeply about the other. Truth is, there was nothing more
to ask. Her piping hot wafers; the hollow trace on her forehead; the bright face; the understanding looks when he
was homesick, sitting all bunched up during cold, rainy evenings—he suddenly remembered all these things. All
of them. He now understood what he had been waiting for that evening. It had arrived. That beautiful, sweet,
distant memory. A memory, buried for more than twenty years, awakened suddenly by a gust of wind.
The young girl, who was fanning the fire, looked up:
“Grandma, I’ve finished ten. Give me a hand.”
She gave the stack of yellow cakes to the old woman and glanced curiously at the strange customer. He rotated
the tea bowl in his hands while staring at her. She became flustered and clumsily swatted a lump of coal to the
ground with her fan. She picked it up immediately, threw it back into the basin, then blew on her two fingers to
cool them off, her brows knit in a frown.
“Now she looks like a twelve-year-old. The other girl was older, and more pretty,” he thought. Once, he didn’t
have enough money to buy textbooks. It wasn’t clear how she found out. That night, along with the wafers, she
also gave him a small envelope. He opened it: inside was a small stack of bills. The notes were so new you could
smell the aroma of paper and ink. It was her New Year’s money. He sat motionless. It looked like she had been
hoarding it for ten months and hadn’t touched it. “But what did I do that day?” After graduating, he was
preoccupied with taking the university admissions exam. After his acceptance, knowing he was going away, he
excitedly took care of the paperwork, merrily said goodbye to everyone, then took a train straight for Hanoi.
“Why didn’t I say goodbye to the girl? No, I was about to, but it was getting too close to my departure date. I
was rushed by my relatives. And intimidated by such an opportunity …”
And after that? A fresh environment; a strange city; life’s frantic rhythm made him dizzy; bright lights;
streetcars; the first parties where he felt awkward, provincial, out of place; teahouses; the blackboard in the classroom; new girlfriends …
“Eat the hot rice wafers, Uncle. It’s aromatic in your mouth. In Hanoi, you don’t get country treats like this.”
The old shopkeeper gave him a small rice wafer. Its fluffy surface was speckled with golden sesame seeds—
very appetizing. He broke off a small piece and put it in his mouth. It was a taste he had long forgotten about.
“I used to think rice wafers were the most delicious food on earth,” he thought. He remembered studying at
night, particularly nights when he had to memorize history and biology lessons—two damnable subjects, when he
was so hungry waiting for her footsteps near the fence that his mouth could taste the deliciously baked rice flour
and the fatty sesame seeds … that taste and smell … and her wet eyes looking at him, as she rested her arms on
the windowsill and smiled:
“I knew you were hungry, Brother. I get pretty hungry at night also. Mother told me to go into town tomorrow
to buy cassava so we can have something extra to eat at night.”
The next day she brought him pieces of boiled cassava. At eighteen, eating them, he also thought her boiled
cassava was the most delicious food on earth. Once, she gave him cassava wrapped in banana leaves. It was
steaming hot. As he yanked his arms back, she grabbed both his hands and the hot cassava. She let go immediately, her eyes wide in astonishment. As for him, he was as dizzy as he had been that one holiday morning,
when he had drunk too much sweet wine …
“I really did love her back then … I really did love …”
Then why hadn’t he gone back to that town to find her? Finished with his studies, he was assigned a job by the
government. Then he had to apply for housing. Then he was involved with a female colleague. Life worries.
There was a secret agreement, then the marriage license. That was his wife, unattractive yet dogged in her pursuit
of his love, who used every trick imaginable to make him yield to the harsh demands of necessity. And then what?
Children. Problems at work. A promotion. Steps forward and backward. Years spent overseas to get a doctorate
degree. Everything has to be tabulated.
“Is the wafer good, Uncle?” the old woman asked.
“Very good, Grandmother,” he answered. Crumbs fell onto his knees and he brushed them off. The old hen
came over, cluck clucking for her chicks to come pick the crumbs.
“Why didn’t I look for her? Why did I … well, I had to achieve, at all costs, the planning targets for operative
038. And, to raise my kids, I had to teach to supplement my income. My daughters don’t resemble me; they are
like their mother, ugly, stuck-up. But do I love my wife? Probably not. Most likely not. I’ve never tingled because
of that woman like I did years ago waiting for the sounds of the little girl’s footsteps. Especially in the afternoon,
with everyone gone, when she washed her hair—with her cheeks dripping wet and strands of hair nappy on her
temples. As she dried her hair, one hand on the fence, she would smile because she knew I was secretly admiring
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her.
As for my wife, there’s never any suspense; I never look forward to seeing her, nor feel empty when we’re
apart. Back then, going home to get rice, how I anticipated seeing the little girl again, even after only a day. My
wife needed a husband and she found me. As for me …”
This thought nearly drove him mad.
He stood up abruptly. The girl fanning the fire stared at him, her eyes black as coal, a deep dimple on one
cheek.
He paid the old woman and started walking toward the bus. He wanted to return to Hanoi immediately. He
wanted to forget these thoughts …
But the bus wasn’t fixed until 2 in the morning. They returned to Hanoi by dawn. He returned to his daily life,
to his daily business and worries. The thoughts of the little girl never left him. They would circle back like the
hands on a watch.
“Why didn’t I go find her back then? I surely would have had a different wife. And who knows …”
The little girl is thirty-eight now, but to him she’s still fifteen. She is his true love, but why do people only find
out these things twenty years later? He flicked the cigarette ashes into the fancy pink ashtray and watched the tiny
embers slowly die. On the bed, his wife sleepily raised her head:
“Why are you up so late, dear? Are you admiring me?”
“Yes, yes, I’m admiring you,” he answered, squashing the cigarette butt in the ashtray. His wife had just
bought an embroidered dress from Thailand and had asked what he thought of it three times already.
“Go to bed, dear.”
“I still have work to do.”
“I wonder where the little girl is living now? What is she doing? Maybe I can take a bus there tomorrow. No,
no, that's not possible.” He saw clearly that to walk away silently twenty-three years ago was wrong. How could
he possibly go back, when he had dismissed love so easily?
He retrieved the cigarette butt and lit it again. The ember returned to his lips.
A garden full of shades. Carambolas on the ground like fallen stars. And the smell of ripe carambolas. And her
wet eyes. Her head tilted as she stood near the fence …
“But I was very shy then. I didn’t dare to make any vow …
“Stop denying it—it is useless when it comes to love.” He knew he had loved her and she had loved him, but
he was impatient to get out of there because he was dazzled by his own prospects. During the last hectic days, he
did brood over a petty calculation. He did plan to … but never realized it.
“It wasn’t like that, because …
“Sure it was.
“It wasn’t like that …
“Yes, and you can’t be forgiven.” He threw the cigarette butt into the ashtray and flopped into an armchair. The
polyester-covered cushions weren’t as comfortable as usual. He stood up again, went to the window and
pushed.the glass panes open.
“It’s cold, honey,” his wife shrieked.
He didn’t turn around, but answered gruffly: “Then use the blanket.”
Many stars lit up the night sky. He suddenly smelled the scent of fresh straw, of harvest. This familiar smell
shrouded the neighborhood, a fragrance to stir one’s soul. The poinciana flowers bloomed in the evening.
Everything revived—vague, spurious, yet stark enough to make him bitter. His head was spinning.
He lit a second cigarette and slapped himself on the forehead.
“What is going on?”
There was no answer. Only a rising tremolo of rice stalks and leaves rustling. Again, the swirling sky over the
crown of the carambola tree; her smooth, firm arms on the windowsill as she smiled at him. White teeth like two
rows of com. His love had returned, right now, within him. He walked unconsciously to the mirror. His hair had
begun to gray. Lines were etched all over his cheeks. Behind the glasses, his eyes had started to become lifeless.
He drew deeply on the cigarette then exhaled. The pale blue smoke billowed shapelessly, like the confusions in
his life.
His report contained many interesting proposals and was very well received, a complete success. Both his
bosses and rivals were equally impressed. He himself didn’t know how he had managed to do it. All the endless
nights, walking back and forth, watching smoke rise then evaporate, when he had thought of her. She, the object
of his true love—a love not shared, not articulated, what does it all add up to? But these soothing, melancholic
memories had kept him awake at night, and he had written his report during these late hours, as he tried to recover
what had disappeared from his life.
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At the conference, people were admiring the exhibits illustrating his proposals. He had succeeded almost
completely. Even his enemies were congratulating him. He smiled, shook hands and thanked everybody before
slipping out into the hallway. Alone.
His closest colleague ran out to find him. The man looked him in the eye and said:
“The newspaper photographers are waiting for you. What’s wrong, Brother? Are you in love?”
“Me, in love?” he chuckled, then snapped, “Me, love?! Are you mad? Me still in love … a steel-and-cement
man, a … and with my hair turning …”
He didn’t finish his sentence, but rushed out the gate. He walked down a little lane. For some reasons, his eyes
were stinging, as if smoke had blown into them. Where’s that hamlet, that town? With pigeon coops and piles of
straw in the yards. And poinciana flowers blooming in the evening sun. And the windswept rice paddies, with
their ripe stalks rustling. And the harvested fields glowing, a soft pink, distant …
24.118 Above The Woman’s House\fn{by Da Ngan aka Le Hong Nga (1952Vietnam (M) 5

)}

Can Tho, Hau Giang Province,

When she saw the trembling smile on the lips of her daughter, she immediately felt the loneliness of her own
life. She felt as if the only light in the house had gone out in the night.
That was the moment when Thao, only 18 years ago a toddler, cut into the path along which her mother was
cutting rice, grabbed two clusters with one dextrous hand, and cut them all in one swift slice, leaving an unusually
ragged stubble on the ground.
“It gets dark so quickly at this time of year!”
The girl said it in a timid voice, as if to call her mother’s attention to it. Truly, the weather at the end of the
year still bore the influence of December, when you didn’t even have time to smile before it got dark. But when
the girl stood motionless, anxiously looking up at the sky, the afternoon had not come to a close yet.
It was a late afternoon like all the other dry afternoons of the harvest season. Suddenly, the field glowed,
intensely golden. The air filled with birds and falling leaves, and the horizon, seen through the coconut leaves on
the other side of the river, looked as crimson as burning coal. Everything exuded the eternally pungent smell of
hay and stubble. Green from the plants in the field and all the various kinds of grass grew between the rows of
rice. The ground felt refreshingly cool beneath their feet. Pulling her checkered scarf down from her head to her
neck and feeling the cool breeze blowing across her ears, the mother knew that the river had risen and the water
lilies were floating rapidly into the bow-shaped bay next to the village.
Hai Mat looked at the efficient hands of her daughter and recognized in them the motions of anticipation. The
girl set one foot into her path and gathered toward herself as many as fifteen clusters of rice. Her old smokecolored blouse stuck to her back, revealing her solid pink waist. Her slender arms moved quickly and skillfully
back and forth as if she were dancing. The sound of the sickle cutting the stalks was as sharp as the sound of a
water buffalo grazing. Occasionally she would lift her head to see when her row of rice met the dike, where
patches of flowers overflowing with violet grew within the chicken tail grass. The mother had to hurry to keep up
with her daughter, although the girl only allowed her to cut one narrow row of rice. She had never seen her
daughter as determined and impatient as this. When the girl laid down the final bundle of rice, without forgetting
to use her sickle to pull the last few stalks on the dike out of the path of people’s feet, she turned and looked at her
mother, her eyes waiting and questioning.
The mother pretended not to notice. Unable to hide her impatience, the girl blurted out:
“Should we do more or go home, Ma?”
She squinted, discreetly observing her daughter.
The girl lowered her head, her mouth chewing a stalk, the tip of her nose dotted with drops of sweat, her whole
body tense with the wretchedness of waiting. The mother suddenly understood and felt terrified with the
realization thatit wouldn’t be long before she would become a grandmother. She had prepared herself for every
contingency, but when it actually came she was as stunned as if she had never even considered it. How brutal was
the passage of time! She herself was still a virgin, and now her daughter would soon no longer be a child. If she
had given birth to the girl with her own body then she would have been happy and worried at this revelation. But
under the circumstances, her chaste heart was suddenly beating with an exuberant rhythm, empathizing with her
daughter as if she were a friend.
“Okay, let’s go home!”
As soon as she heard that generous offer, Thao immediately tossed the stalk aside, smiled and took a step past
her mother, using the sickle in her hand to brush the tops of the stubble. She couldn’t rush because she was with
her mother and in her effort to slow herself down her gait seemed strange. Her smile trembled like a night282

blooming flower; it was a smile that couldn’t hide its virginal happiness, that confessed the sudden transformation
from a bud into a flower in the fullest bloom. The girl kept walking and smiling while the mother followed
behind, understanding in a way that only a person who has been through it herself could understand.
During every woman’s life there is at least one time when she will smile the way that Thao was smiling now. It
will happen when she is liberated from her work and her head fills with images of a tryst with a person who is
waiting anxiously at a certain meeting place. That first time, and only that first time, the girl is a flower blooming
in the last hours of the new year’s eve of her life.
Hai Mat remembered the time of her youth, the time that she could feel her own freshness, the time when she
let her hair grow until it touched the hem of her blouse, and clipped it with a sparkling three-pronged clip just like
all the other girls in the region. She had secretly loved a soldier who had the face of a sensitive student. Whether
happy or sad, it always exuded a youthful nobility. She and Cuong always caught themselves looking at each
other, not with a glance of passion, but of innocent curiosity, and every time that happened they would both turn
away in terror, holding themselves tightly as if they’d been burned.
About once a week, Cuong’s unit returned to the station in Hai Mat’s hamlet. He was the most muscular man
in the squad and so he often took charge of the rowing. She knew this because every time the boat touched the
shore he would appear in front of her house with an automatic rifle and knapsack slung over one shoulder and a
pair of wooden oars balanced on the other. He only gave her a hesitant glance and then turned to talk and smile
without shyness to her mother. If it hadn’t been for that hurried afternoon in the rice field then her love would
have forever been a sacred secret that only she knew.
That was a tranquil afternoon, when the war was only a blur far outside the feeling of a heart in love. It was the
harvest season then, and the dry season attacks from our side and the enemy side had become more frequent. To
make the best use of the time when the enemy planes were inactive, the peasants often stayed in the fields until it
was pitch black. When the moon was out, they would stay there all night. Pouring the rice she had just threshed
into a sack, Hai Mat suddenly felt her whole body fill with anticipation. She knew that Cuong’s unit was on the
way back to her hamlet.
“Let’s go home, Mom!” she called, loosely twisting the fiber tie around the top of the sack.
“Oh, daughter,” her mother scolded lightly. She had spilled the bag of rice onto the cracked ground and then
she couldn’t even remember where the coconut fiber ties were. Her mother scolded her in earnest.
“Okay, then we’ll go home! Are you so starved already?” Hai Mat broke into a smile, a smile trembling with
happiness. Her mother looked at her in surprise, staring until she understood.
“Well, let’s go home and cook an early dinner,” she said. “What can we find to cook for them, Mat? They row
until the sweat comes out of them and still when they come here they have to dig trenches.”
Hai Mat easily lifted the sixty-kilo bag of rice onto her shoulder and raced to the edge of the garden. She met
Cuong at the dock and in the weak light of dusk and saw in his eyes an expression of timid love. She returned his
gaze with a smile like a night-blooming flower that had only at that moment blossomed. From that moment, it was
as if she had said good-bye to innocent joys in order to begin a period of misery and happiness.
The following week, Cuong’s unit returned again, but this time the person who appeared in front of her house
carrying Cuong's rifle and knapsack and his pair of wooden oars was not Cuong.
Out of her experience as a widow, her mother consoled her with just one sentence:
“It’s war! It will pass, dear.”
Of course the war and all the sorrow would pass. But her memory retained the image of Cuong with his downy
chin, awkward smile, and eyes that expressed the freshness of early morning.
*
Hai Mat watched her daughter bend over the bugle-shaped container used for threshing rice, her arms
gathering a bunch of stalks, perhaps to give to the ducks to pick out the remaining rice. She stood up and ran to
the edge of the garden by their house, to the place where the coconut trees began to gather the darkness under
their disorderly leaves. She was following the path of her mother’s state of mind so long ago. Who was waiting
for her daughter? There was a strong possibility that it was the teacher who had lost a foot at the battleground near
the border. Despite the sad sounds of his guitar, he had a naturally calm disposition and an unusually
conscientious attitude toward life. Only recently transferred to this hamlet by the bay in order to replace the old
teacher whose back was longer than his legs, the new teacher immediately began to repair the school and put an
end to the need for wearing raincoats during teaching hours. But to choose this disabled teacher or some other
man was no longer the mother’s business. She would sit wherever her daughter wanted her to sit.
Well, even in that kind of decision, the daughter was like the mother. They had been rather alike ever since the
mother had adopted her. At that time, there were already three small children in the house. One girl was seven
years old, the daughter of a female provincial cadre. Two boys were five, the twins of another woman, a
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propaganda officer. Thao was the daughter of a nurse who was well-known throughout the province. From the
beginning, upon seeing these women trying to carry out their duties with babies in their arms, the members of the
Soldiers’ Mothers’ Club found a way to help by taking in the children. Even though they were reluctant to do so,
these women felt it their duty to leave their families behind and accept the arrangement, considering it a humane
solution to very difficult circumstances. During those years, the people could still cling to their fields and gardens,
so a bite of rice and a piece of fabric weren’t impossible to find. Hai Mat and her mother worked in the fields,
planted sweet potatoes in any empty patch in the kitchen garden, collected tiny shrimps and crabs, and found
work weaving thatch in order to raise all the children. All the families who did this were operating under the same
innocent belief that they were contributing to the revolution.
Thao’s mother gave her to Hai Mat as soon as she had weaned her. She had to hold back her tears when she
left. That very night, while on her way to deliver a baby for a cadre at another base, she stepped into an ambush
and was killed. Every night Thao screamed at regular intervals, her anxious eyes looking at Hai Mat, but when
Hai Mat picked her up to hold her, the baby refused to put her head on her shoulder. Crying bitterly, she would
turn and stare at the darkness just outside the door. Just as Hai Mat’s mother predicted, when the baby was able to
attach herself to Hai Mat’s scent, she finally got over the mysterious shock inside herself. When she began to
babble her first few words, without anyone having taught her she was able to pronounce the word “mother” very
clearly. When she spoke, she looked right at Hai Mat and her eyes beamed with joy. Feeling both happiness and
misfortune, Hai Mat shuddered and accepted her unexpected role of mother. At that moment, a kind of noble joy
began to blossom, extinguishing the first strange feelings, and she rushed to hug her, leaving on the baby’s face
the marks of her hot tears.
*
Another unit arrived to replace Cuong’s, which had just left the region. Again, she fell in love with a soldier.
Why she kept choosing that type of man is as difficult to explain as love itself and no one ever intends to explain
it. But truly, there is something in that kind of life that makes young women, however carefully they consider the
pros and cons, unable to resist its attractiveness. The soldier’s life is well-ordered and disciplined, truthful in
attitude and behavior, and, most of all, generous in its heroism.
This time, her already ripened heart found an introspective man named Trang. At the beginning of their
meeting, for which her mother had given permission, Trang said in all seriousness:
“I understand you, Mat. That matter is of no importance whatsoever. I will treat your daughter Thao as if she
were my own.”
She wanted to laugh, but standing in the moonlight that broke through the cracks in the leaves of the star apple
tree, she was deeply touched by Trang’s face, pale from his honest emotions. His words were simple and sincere.
He didn’t have the attitude of a person who believes he’s sacrificing himself or the misery of a person who feels
that life has treated him unfairly. She kept silent, saving the truth of Thao’s birth as an important surprise for when
she married him.
As it turned out, with the passage of time Thao began to look more and more like Hai Mat, as if she were her
real mother. Both had dark skin and clear and gentle faces. The quality of their laughter was crystal clear and their
gait was fast as the wind. Both of their spirits seemed weighed down with a certain sadness often found in people
who have suffered great loss early in life. Hai Mat found another excitement inside herself, in the fact that no one
in the hamlet had ever known that Thao was merely her adopted daughter, the child she didn’t have the heart to
turn away. If she confessed to it, it would have made her devotion less sacred and complete.
The first time she knew the trembling feeling of being touched by a man was when Thao playfully held one of
Trang’s fingers, which smelled of smoke, and pushed it onto the birthmark along the hairline next to Hai Mat’s
ear.
“There! Wipe it off. I’ve wiped it so many times and it’s still not clean.” Thao laughed loudly, one foot
stomping on the wooden bed, while her arm, as round as a reel of thread, held firmly to Trang’s finger and pushed
back and forth against Hai Mat’s head as if she were playing with a brush.
“Hey! Do you know why your mother has this birthmark?” Trang asked, his breath so close that Hai Mat
became light-headed. “Because when she was born her mother smeared soot there in order to mark her daughter.”
“Grandma, why did you have to mark her?” The child drew Hai Mat’s mother into the conversation.
The grandmother smiled contentedly, then quietly returned to her stove.
“She marked your mother to save her for me!” Trang said, laughing happily. His shirt emitted a strange smell
that made her dizzy. She made an effort to push him away. He took a few steps backward, then fixed his teasing
gaze on her. She stood up, feeling weak, and smiled, nearly crying with joy.
*
Hai Mat had many evenings of strong emotions that would last a lifetime. During that time the Muddy Water
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River lapped against the oars of the soldiers who were rowing within the silent and thick shadows of palm trees
along the edge of the river. Twilight descended onto the middle of the water and turned it into a violet sash of silk.
A few storks rose into the smoky air, their stark whiteness becoming private and romantic points of light in the
evening sky. The sound of fruit falling suddenly among the sea of leaves and the calls of birds echoing across the
surface of the river sounded like the melancholy beating of drums. Sitting over the water on a pier made of
coconut trunks, Hai Mat saw all of them cut across the sash of silk from the shadows on one side to the shadows
on the other. They looked so alike, from their firm physiques to the wide brims of their hats to their immobile
faces sitting in their camouflaged boats. Anyone of them could be her Trang, but only he could easily recognize
that it was her waiting for him on the pier. During wartime, simply to be able to see each other like that meant
happiness. On those evenings, the sky took on the crimson color of war, and the tragic, epic songs of those times
would never disappear from memory. From time to time the boats unexpectedly returned to her hamlet, and her
Trang also unexpectedly reappeared with his refreshing smile.
Then one morning at daybreak, when the Muddy Water River was covered with mist thick enough to scoop up
with a hat, they returned to her hamlet, and all of them smelled of gunsmoke. Trang’s boat was empty, and the
place where he used to sit was now filled with the mist of death. The moment she saw that vacant space she
immediately felt the emptiness that nothing in life could fill, as if a gale had just swept away the tree above her
house.
Of course one day it would be over, the war and all the misery. Using all its force, the enemy waged fierce
battle in her region. Into an area of land as small as one’s hand, they threw dozens of battalions. Hai Mat and her
mother took the four children to find shelter in a coconut grove owned by a relative near the Vi Thanh market.
With many mouths to feed, she had to become a vendor and, wearing a sweat-stained conical hat, all alone among
the baskets of rice, she chewed on uncooked rice and consoled herself:
“Sooner or later, the war will be over.”
However much hardship she had to bear, she thought she would be able to manage this fragile life so that she
could fulfill her promise to the parents of the children, as long as her mother was not arrested. But the enemy had
uncovered the movements of the propaganda officer—the mother of the twins—and arrested her and Hai Mat’s
mother while Hai Mat was away. Once more, with the help she received from her relations, she gathered the four
children together and took them to Can Tho to increase their chances of avoiding the enemy and also to be near
her mother’s prison. In this central city, she did every kind of hired labor, washing and ironing clothes, hauling
water, and even washing the dishes in small taverns.
*
After the Paris Treaty, before the enemy released its prisoners of war, Hai Mat’s mother died in prison. She
took the four small children home, but now there was not even a single tree left standing. The first thing she had
to do was erect a shack on the old foundation of her house, which was now filled with weeds, and build a shaky
altar out of whatever wood she could find.
One by one, the parents who had been in the fighting came back to get their children. The provincial cadre
arrived to pick up her child from Hai Mat, explaining that the fighting had lessened and now she could keep her
baby by her side. Another woman came and was allowed by law to take the twins first to “D” base and then,
following the Truong Son Mountain trail, return north for school, where their mother had been released in the first
wave of prisoners. As for Thao, her father came to get her from Hai Mat’s shack. He had received the news that
his wife had died while he was still attending the political academy in the jungles of the Eastern region. After that,
he was kept on as an instructor and it was a long time before he learned of the location where his daughter was
taking shelter.
After Hai Mat explained to Thao for the third time that this man was her father, the child’s astonished eyes
bravely accepted it. She hesitantly fell into his lap, and, because of the tickle of his moustache, avoided his kisses.
Only a few hours later she already believed that he was her father. But when he fished from his wallet a yellowed
photograph of a woman and explained that this was her mother, she immediately pushed him away in denial and
tried to escape from his embrace, then stood looking at him, her pitiful eyes filled with doubt.
That night, she was determined not to sleep with her father. When he pulled her under his mosquito net, which
was hanging over the dirt floor in the shack, she was so resistant he finally got angry. When she was finally
allowed to get under Hai Mat’s mosquito net, she laughed out loud.
“If he says he’s my father, then why doesn’t he come sleep here with me and you, Mom? Does that mean he
doesn’t love me?”
She asked the second question seriously and so suddenly that it embarrassed the two adults. After that she
started to beg him and when it proved to be useless, she burst into tears in order to force him to lie in the bed with
her and her mother. Hai Mat still remembered clearly when his nervous hand lifted the mosquito net in order to
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climb in. She had sat up quickly, her arms wrapped around her knees, her body huddled as if in a devastating
fever. But Thao wouldn’t leave her alone. She forced the two adults to lie down and arranged them meticulously
so that when she lay down between them neither one was too near or too far from her. Within a minute, she was
already asleep, lying in the relaxed posture of an angel, and from time to time she would sob quietly, as any child
would do after suffering a wrong. Surreptitiously wiping away the tears on the child’s face, Hai Mat accidentally
touched his hand, which was pale and bore the simple black strap of a watch. A moment later, when she closed her
eyes, she felt as if she could see it, moving nervously next to the hem of the mosquito net. This time, he was the
one who sat up quickly, and got out of the mosquito net as if he were a fugitive on the run. For the whole night,
she could see the glow of a cigarette at the table in the far comer of the shack.
In the morning, before bending to step out from under the thatched roof of the shack, with an anxious look in
his eyes, he gazed at her deeply and blurted out some tactful words.
“I was planning to take Thao to my mother in the suburbs of Can Tho. But now I’ll leave her here to be a
burden on you.”
With his head hanging low, he walked away, his shoulders slumped as if they were being pulled by an invisible
force in the earth. The mother and daughter clung to each other, following him until he disappeared from sight.
Suddenly Thao began to run after him and cried out loud, but he never once dared to stop. Hai Mat sprinted after
the child and pulled her back, feeling at the same time happy, as if she’d just escaped from something, and angry,
filled with the odd sensation that she wanted to silently curse.
She had waited, but he never returned. One more time, the hurricane of war had swept away the sheltering tree
above her house.
Fate had united her with the fate of this girl. Next to the incense holders of her mother and father, Hai Mat
placed a third, for him. Indeed, at first she had placed two sticks of incense inside it, one for each of Thao’s
parents, but that had made the child miserable with curiosity because Hai Mat was her mother and Hai Mat wasn’t
dead yet. After that, Thao always fought to be allowed to place the sticks of incense and criticized her mother for
counting wrong. Three war heroes, Thao said, would need three sticks of incense, not four. Looking at the child,
Hai Mat felt even more strongly that she didn’t have the heart to tell Thao the truth. The feeling that one is only
half an orphan is very different from the feeling that one is completely an orphan. Naturally, Thao would be able
to bear it all, but Hai Mat was an orphan as well, and Thao had become her life. They needed each other like
compensation for loss.
*
But no truth can be kept under wraps forever. One day, after racing home to ask the one necessary question,
Thao put her face in her hands and shook her head repeatedly, as if she didn’t believe it, as if she couldn’t believe
it. When she raised her head again, Hai Mat looked at her in fear: Thao’s girlish expression had disappeared from
her face.
As she got older, Thao’s love for Hai Mat grew stronger. Recently, she had asked for permission to visit an old
woman who had often come to visit them. Because this woman claimed to have been a close friend of Hai Mat’s
mother, Thao called her “Grandma.”
Now, standing in front of Hai Mat, Thao was completely mature in her neat black blouse and pants. Her hair, in
the shape of a leaf, was tied loosely and fell down her back, not with the three-pronged hair pin that Hai Mat had
worn in her younger days, but with a plastic hairpin engraved with a virgin rose.
“If you’re in a hurry, then go! I’ll go ahead and eat first.”
Thao would have smiled if she hadn’t suddenly noticed on her mother’s face a crystallization of the
melancholy and ruddiness that comes with twilight. The woman in Thao suddenly understood: that was why her
mother often stared at the roof of their house, where every night the war returned. In Thao’s mind appeared the
faces of the men for whom she had affection. She wondered if she and her mother could rely on any of them. She
was deeply touched when she thought of the cruel passage of time and war that had passed over her mother’s
head, a fact that could be seen beneath the hairpin where, after twenty years, the line of thinning hair now carried
the withered trace of autumn. But at that moment the mother turned to go into the kitchen, perhaps to avoid the
shock in her daughter’s eyes, and urged Thao:
“Why are you dallying? If you’re in a hurry, then go, honey!”
At that moment, Hai Mat heard through the darkening evening the rising and falling sound of a guitar.
252.169 Excerpt from The Sorrow Of War\fn{by Bao Ninh aka Hoang Au Phuong (1952- )} Nghe An Province,
Vietnam (M) 14
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On the banks of the Ya Crong Poco River, on the northern flank of the B3 battlefield in the Central Highlands,
the Missing In Action\fn{MIA} Remains-Gathering Team awaits the dry season of 1975.
The mountains and jungles are water-soaked and dull. Wet trees. Quiet jungles. All day and all night the water
streams. A sea of greenish vapor over the jungle’s carpet of rotting leaves.
September and October drag by, then November passes, but still the weather is unpredictable and the night
rains are relentless. Sunny days but rainy nights.
Even into early December, weeks after the end of the normal rainy season, the jungles this year are still as
muddy as all hell. They are forgotten by peace, damaged or impassable, all the tracks disappearing bit by bit, day
by day, into the embrace of the coarse undergrowth and wild grasses.
Traveling in such conditions is brutally tough. To get from Crocodile Lake east of the Sa Thay river, across
District 67 to the crossroads of Cross Hill on the west bank of the Ya Crong Poco—a mere fifty kilometers—the
powerful Russian truck has to lumber along all day. And still they fall short of their destination. Not until after
dusk does the MIA Zil truck reach the Jungle of Screaming Souls, where they park beside a wide creek clogged
with rotting branches.
The driver stays in the cab and goes straight to sleep. Kien climbs wearily into the rear of the truck to sleep
alone in a hammock strung high from cab to tailgate. At midnight the rains start again, this time a smooth drizzle,
falling silently.
The old tarpaulin covering the truck is torn, full of holes, letting the water drip, drip, drip through onto the
plastic sheets covering the remains of soldiers laid out in rows below Kien’s hammock. The humid atmosphere
condenses, its long moist, chilly fingers sliding in and around the hammock where Kien lies shivering, halfawake, half-asleep, as though drifting along on a stream. He is floating, sadly, endlessly, sometimes as if on a
truck driving silently, robodike, somnambulantly through the lonely jungle tracks. The stream moans, a desperate
complaint mixing with distant faint jungle sounds, like an echo from another world. The eerie sounds come from
somewhere in a remote past, arriving softly like featherweight leaves falling on the grass of times long, long ago.
*
Kien knows the area well. It was here, at the end of the dry season of 1969, that his 27th Battalion was
surrounded and almost totally wiped out. Ten men survived from the Lost Battalion after fierce, horrible,
barbarous fighting.
That was the dry season when the sun burned harshly, the wind blew fiercely, and the enemy sent napalm
spraying through the jungle and a sea of fire enveloped them, spreading like the fires of hell. Troops in the
fragmented companies tried to regroup, only to be blown out of their shelters again as they went mad, became
disoriented, and threw themselves into nets of bullets, dying in the flaming inferno. Above them the helicopters
flew at treetop height and shot them almost one by one, the blood spreading out, spraying from their backs,
flowing like red mud.
The diamond-shaped grass clearing was piled high with bodies killed by helicopter gunships. Broken bodies,
bodies blown apart, bodies vaporized.
No jungle grew again in this clearing. No grass. No plants.
“Better to die than surrender, my brothers! Better to die!” the battalion commander yelled insanely; waving his
pistol in front of Kien he blew his own brains out through his ear.
Kien screamed soundlessly in his throat at the sight, as the Americans attacked with submachine guns, sending
bullets buzzing like deadly bees around him. Then Kien lowered his machine gun, grasped his side, and fell,
rolling slowly down the bank of a shallow stream, hot blood trailing down the slope after him.
In the days that followed, crows and eagles darkened the sky. After the Americans withdrew, the rainy season
came, flooding the jungle floor, turning the battlefield into a marsh whose surface water turned rust-colored from
the blood. Bloated human corpses, floating alongside the bodies of incinerated jungle animals, mixed with
branches and trunks cut down by artillery, all drifting in a stinking marsh.
When the flood receded everything dried in the heat of the sun into thick mud and stinking rotting meat. And
down the bank and along the stream Kien dragged himself, bleeding from the mouth and from his body wound.
The blood was cold and sticky, like blood from a corpse. Snakes and centipedes crawled over him, and he felt
death’s hand on him.
After that battle no one mentioned the 27th Battalion any more, though numerous souls of ghosts and devils
were born in that deadly defeat. They were still loose, wandering in every corner and bush in the jungle, drifting
along the stream, refusing to depart for the Other World.
From then on it was called the Jungle of Screaming Souls. Just hearing the name whispered was enough to
send chills down the spine. Perhaps the screaming souls gathered together on special festival days as members of
the Lost Battalion, lining up in the little diamond-shaped clearing, checking their ranks and numbers. The sobbing
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whispers were heard deep in the jungle at night, the howls carried on the wind. Perhaps they really were the
voices of the wandering souls of dead soldiers.
Kien was told that passing this area at night one could hear birds crying like human beings. They never flew,
they only cried among the branches. And nowhere else in these Central Highlands could one find bamboo shoots
of such a horrible color, with infected weals like bleeding pieces of meat.
As for the fireflies, they were huge. Some said they’d seen firefly lights rise before them as big as a steel
helmet—some said bigger than helmets.
Here, when it is dark, trees and plants moan in awful harmony. When the ghostly music begins it unhinges the
soul and the entire wood looks the same no matter where you are standing. Not a place for the timid. Living here
one could go mad or be frightened to death. Which was why in the rainy season of 1974, when the regiment was
sent back to this area, Kien and his scout squad established an altar and prayed before it in secret, honoring and
recalling the wandering souls from the 27th Battalion still in the Jungle of Screaming Souls.
Sparkling incense sticks glowed night and day at the altar from that day forward.
*
There were civilian souls loose in the wood, too. Quite near to where the Zil truck parked on this rainy night
there was once a tiny trail leading to Leprosy Village. Long ago, when the 3 rd Regiment arrived, the village had
been empty. Disease and successive famines had erased all life.
Still, it seemed the naked, warped, and torn souls had continued to gather, emitting a stink that penetrated the
imagination.The regiment sprayed gasoline and set the village alight to cleanse it, but after the fire the soldiers
were still terrified and none of them would go near the place again for fear of ghosts and lepers.
One day “Lofty” Thinh from Squad 1 courageously went into the village and there, in the ashes, shot a big
orangutan. He called in three others to help him drag it back to the squad huts. But, oh God, when it was killed
and skinned the animal looked like a fat woman with ulcerous skin, the eyes, half-white, half-gray, still rolling.
The entire squad was horrified and ran away screaming, leaving all their kit behind. No one in today’s regiment
ever believed the story, yet it was true. Kien and his colleagues had buried her, making a little headstone for the
grave.
But none escaped her vengeful, omnipresent soul. Lofty Thinh was soon killed. Gradually the entire platoon
was wiped out. Only Kien remained.
That had happened during the rainy season. Before marching to the South Wing to attack Buon Me Thuot,
Kien’s rgiment had been based on this very spot for nearly two months. The landscape was much the sae and the
roads over which they passed had not become overgvrown.
At that time the scout platoon had built its huts on the bank of this same stream by which they were now
parked, but farther along, where the stream hits the foot of the mountain, divides, then continues along as two
separate streams. Now, perhaps, at that branching of the stream their old grass huts remained. Thatched roofs, side
by side, near the rushes by the water.
*
The area had been used then to house front-line soldiers called back to the rear for political indoctrination.
Politics continuously. Politics in the morning, politics in the afternoon, politics again in the evening.
“We won, the enemy lost.The enemy will surely lose.The North had a good harvest, a bumper harvest. The
people will rise up and welcome you. Those who don’t just lack awareness. The world is divided into three
camps.”
More politics. Still, the scouts were treated lightly, not being pressured as much as others to attend the
indoctrination sessions.They had plenty of time to relax and enjoy themselves before returning to the battlefields.
They hunted, set traps, caught fish, and played cards.
In his entire life Kien had never developed such a passion for cards as he developed here.They played all the
time. At dark, straight after dinner, the game started. In the warm air which smelled of sweat and mosquito
repellant the gamblers gathered enthusiastically, concentrating on their cards.
The kitty was usually stinking “Compatriot” cigarettes, made from wild leaves. Or if the stakes were higher, it
would be snuff or pieces of flint or the roots of rosa canina plants, which were smoked like marijuana. Or dried
food, or photos: photos of women of all kinds, foreign or Vietnamese, ugly or beautiful, or anyone’s sweetheart.
Any photo was valid currency.
When the kitty was gone they used to get lampblack and paint mustaches on each other. Some played, others
watched, joyfully, noisily, sometimes all through the night. It seemed a period of happiness and calm. An easy,
carefree time.
They were really happy days because for most of that rainy season they didn’t have to fight. The entire platoon
of thirteen was safe. Even Lofty Thinh spent a happy month here before being killed. Can hadn’t yet deserted. His
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friends Vinh, “Big” Thinh, Cu, Oanh, and “Elephant” Tac were all still alive. Now only the torn, dirty set of cards,
fingerprinted by the dead ones, remained.
Nine, Ten,Jack!
Lofty, Big Thinh, and Can!
Queen, King, Ace!
Cu, Oanh, and Tac!

Sometimes in his dreams these cards still appear. He shouts their names and plays solitaire. “Hearts, diamonds,
spades …” They had bastardized the regimental marching song and made it a humorous cardplayers’ song:
We’ll all be jokers in the pack,
Just go harder in attack.
Dealing’s fun, so hurry back,
Enjoy the game, avoid the flak.

But one by one the cardplayers at their fateful table were taken away. The cards were last used when the
platoon was down to just four soldiers. Tu, Thanh, Van, and Kien.
That was in the early dawn, half an hour before the barrage opened the campaign against Saigon. On the other
side of an overgrown field was the Cu Chi defense line. The Saigon defense forces then started returning fire with
artillery and machine guns and they registered some lucky hits. In the trenches and in shelters the infantry were
trying to enjoy last moments of sleep. But for Kien’s scouts, who were going to lead the attack as the advance
guard, it was going a bit too fast. They were spooked by their cards, not at all liking how the hands fell as they
played the game called “Advance.”
“Slow down a bit,” Kien suggested. “If we leave this game unfinished Heaven will grant favors, keeping us
alive to return and finish the game. So, slow down and we’ll survive this battle and continue the game later.”
“You’re cunning,” said Thanh, grinning. “But Heaven’s not stupid. You can’t cheat Him. If you play only half
the game The Man Up There will send for all four of us and we’ll torment each other.” Tu said,
“Why bother to send all four? Send me with the cards.That’ll do it. I’ll play poker, or tell fortunes from cards
for the devils in charge of the oil urns.That would be fun.”
The dew evaporated quickly. Signal flares flew into the air. The infantry noisily came to life and began to
move out. Armored cars motored to the front line, their tracks tearing the earth, the roar of their engines
reverberating in the morning breeze.
“Stop, then!” Kien threw the cards down, adding petulantly,
“I just wanted to slow down for good luck, but all of you rushed the game to the end.”
“Hey there!” Van slapped his thigh happily. “I didn’t know until now just how much I enjoyed playing cards.
I’ll have to learn to play better. If I die, remember to throw a deck of cards on my grave.”
“We have only one deck and Van wants it for himself. Selfish bastard!” Thanh shouted back as he moved out.
Before an hour was up Van was burned alive in a T-54 tank, his body turned to ash. No grave or tomb for them to
throw the cards onto.
Thanh died near the Bong bridge, also burned in a tank together with the tank crew. A big, white-hot steel
coffin.
Only Tu had fought, together with Kien, to Gate 5 of Saigon’s Tan Son Nhat airport. Then Tu was killed. It was
the morning of 30 April, with just three hours to go before the war ended.
Late in the night of 29 April and into the 30th when the two of them met for the last time at the airport, Tu had
taken the deck of cards from his knapsack and given it to Kien.
“I’ll go in this fight.You keep them. If you live on, gamble with life. Deuces, treys, and fours all carry the
sacred spirit of our whole platoon. We’ll bring you permanent luck.”
*
Kien sinks into reminiscence.
Whose soul is calling whom as he swings gently and silently in his hammock over the rows of dead soldiers?
Howls from somewhere in the deep jungle echo along the cold edges of the Jungle of Screaming Souls.
Lonely, wandering noises.Whose soul is calling whom this night?
To one who has just returned the mountains still look the same. The forest looks the same. The stream and the
river also look the same. One year is not a long time. No, it is the war that is the difference. Then it was war, now
it is peace. Two different ages, two worlds, yet written on the same page of life. That’s the difference. Kien
recalls:
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At the time of our first stay here it was late August. Between the jungle and the forest along this stream, rosa
canina blossomed in the rain, whitened everywhere, its perfume filling the air, especially at night. The perfume
vapor permeated our sleep, fueling erotic, obsessional dreams, and when we awoke the perfume had evaporated
but we were left with a feeling of smoldering passion, both painful and ecstatic. It took us months to discover that
our nightly passion-frenzied dreams were caused by the canina perfume.
Those diabolical flowers! Kien had seen them in the jungles along the western ridge of the Ngoc Linh
mountains and even deep inside Cambodia around Ta Ret, but nowhere did they grow the way they did here, with
such powerful scent.
The canina here grows close to creek banks, within reach of the mountain carp, which nibble at the roots, so
when caught their taste is exquisite but instantly intoxicating.The local people say canina thrives in graveyards or
any area carrying the scent of death. A blood-loving flower. It smells so sweet that this is hard for us to believe.
Later it was Kien’s scout platoon, taking a break in some idle moments, who decided to try drying the canina,
slicing the flowers and roots, then mixing them with tobacco as a smoke. After just a few puffs they felt
themselves lifted, quietly floating like a wisp of smoke itself floating on the wind. The tasty canina had many
wondrous attributes. They could decide what they’d like to dream about, or even blend the dreams, like preparing
a wonderful cocktail. With canina one smoked to forget the daily hell of the soldier’s life, smoked to forget hunger
and suffering. Also, to forget death. And totally, but totally, to forget tomorrow.
Smoking rosa canina Kien would immerse himself in a world of mythical and wonderful dreams which in
ordinary moments his soul could never penetrate. In these luxurious dreams the imagined air was so clean, the sky
so high, the clouds and sunshine so beautiful, approaching the perfection of his childhood dreams. And in those
dreams the beautiful sky would project pictures of his own lovely Hanoi. The West Lake on a summer afternoon,
the scarlet flame trees around the lake. Once in his dream-picture he had felt the waves lapping the side of his tiny
sampan and looking up he had seen Phuong, youthful, innocently beautiful, her hair flying in the Hanoi breeze.
The soldiers each had their own way of smoking canina and ridding themselves of their shared harsh realities.
For Cu, cassava alcohol or rosa canina conjured up images of returning home. Cu could relate the scenes vividly,
making them sound so joyful that tears fell from everyone’s eyes as he unfolded the scene in soft words. Vinh
dreamed only of women, describing his imagined and planned love affairs with youthfiil enthusiasm. As the
affairs dragged on the women became more voluptuous and the affairs more complicated, the descriptions more
erotic and explicit.
As for Elephant Tac, he dreamed mainly of food. He spoke of long tables laden with wonderful and exotic
dishes and of sitting down to savor the moments, morsel by morsel, dish by dish.
The lethargy brought on by rosa canina spread from Kien’s scout-platoon huts through the entire regiment. It
wasn’t long before the political commissar ordered the units to stop using rosa canina, declaring it a banned
substance.
The commissar then ordered troops to track down all the plants and cut all the blooms, then uproot all the trees
throughout the Screaming Souls area to ensure they’d grow no more.
*
Along with the gambling and smoking of canina went all sorts of rumors and prophecies. Perhaps because the
soldiers in their hallucinations had seen too many hairy monsters with wings and mammals with reptilian tails, or
imagined they smelled the stench of their own blood. They imagined the monstrous animals plunging about
bleeding in the dark caves and hollows under the base of Ascension Pass on the other side of the valley from the
jungle.
Many said they saw groups of headless black American soldiers carrying lanterns aloft, walking through in
Indian file. Others paled in terror as horrible, primitive wild calls echoed inside their skulls in the rainy, dewy
mornings, thinking they were the howls of pain from the last group of orangutans said to have lived in the Central
Highlands in former times.
The rumors and the predictions were all seen as warnings of an approaching calamity, horrible and bloody, and
those who leaned towards mysticism or believed in horoscopes secretly confided these fears to their friends. Soon
there sprang up tiny altars in each squad hut and tent, altars to the comrades-in-arms already fallen. And in the
tear-making smoke of the incense soldiers bowed and prayed, whispering in prayer:
Suffering in life, pain in death,
The common fate of us soldiers.
We pray the sacred souls will bless us,
That we may overcome enemy fire
And avenge our lost comrades .
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The rain had kept pounding, day after day. The fighting seemed blanketed by the immense dull sea of rain; if
one stared hard and long into the dark, gray, wet-season sky, or listened to the rain falling on the canvas canopies,
one thought only of war and fighting, fighting and war. The rain brought sadness, monotony, and starvation. In the
whole Central Highlands, the immense, endless landscape was covered with a deadly silence or isolated, sporadic
gunfire. The life of the B3 infantrymen after the Paris Agreement was a series of long, suffering days, followed by
months of retreating and months of counterattacking, withdrawal, then counterattack. Victory after victory, withdrawal after withdrawal. The path of war seemed endless, desperate, and leading nowhere.
At the end of the wet season the echoes of cannon fire could be heard a hundred kilometers away, a harbinger
of a poor dry season over Con Roc, Mang Den, and Mang But.
*
That September the NVA forces attacked Kontum township’s defense lines. The firing was so loud that it
shook the earth as if every square meter would rise in a groundswell and burst. In the 3rd Regiment, hiding in the
Screaming Souls Jungle, the soldiers waited in fear, hoping they would not be ordered in as support forces, to hurl
themselves into the arena to almost certain death.
Some of those waiting found they were hearing a musical air in their heads, the sound of guitars rising and
falling with the sounds of the Kontum carnage. Soldiers of that year 1974 sang:
Oh, this is war without end,
War without end.
Tomorrow or today,
Today or tomorrow.
Tell me my fate,
When will I die ...

Late in the afternoon of Can’s escape, that wet, boring autumn afternoon, Kien was sitting by the stream
fishing.
The drizzle was relentless, the day lifeless and gloomy. The stream was swollen, its waters turbulent and loud,
as if it wished to wash the banks away. But where Kien sat fishing there was a silent eddy around bare tree roots,
exposed where flood waters had bitten deep.
Kien nestled in his jute raincoat, hugging his knees, staring blankly into the rolling stream, thinking of nothing,
wanting nothing. Now that the rosa canina had all gone there was nothing for his soul to grab hold of, so it wandered, meandering freely. Every day Kien would sit for hours by the stream, motionless, letting its sorrowful
whispering carry him along.
That autumn was sad, prolonged by rain. Orders came for food rations to be sharply reduced. Hungry, suffering
successive bouts of malaria, the troops became anemic and their bodies broke out in ulcers, showing through worn
and torn clothing. They looked like lepers, not heroic forward scouts. Their faces looked moss-grown, hatched
and sorrowful, without hope. It was a stinking life.
To buoy himself up, Kien sometimes tried to concentrate on uplifting memories. But no matter how hard he
tried to revive the scenes, they wouldn’t stay. It was hopeless. His whole life from the very beginning, from childhood to the army, seemed detached and apart from him, floating in a void.
Since being recruited he’d been nicknamed “Sorrowful Spirit” and this now suited his image and personality,
just as the rain and gloom fitted the character of the Jungle of Screaming Souls. Kien waited for death, calmly
recognizing that it would be ugly and inelegant. The thought of his expected end brought a sense of irony.
Just the week before, in a battle with Saigon commandos on the other side of the mountain, Kien had truly
made fun of death. When the southern ARVN\fn{ Army of the Republic of Vietnam} had faced his own northern NVA
troops both sides had quickly scattered, rushing to take cover behind tree trunks and then firing blindly. But Kien
had calmly walked forward. The enemy had fired continuously from behind a tree ahead of him but Kien hadn’t
even bothered to duck. He walked on lazily, seemingly oblivious to the fire.
One southern soldier behind a tree fired hastily and the full magazine of thirty rounds from his AK exploded
loudly around Kien, but he had walked on unharmed. Kien had not returned fire even when just a few steps from
his prey, as though he wanted to give his enemy a chance to survive, to give him more time to change magazines,
or time to take sure aim and kill him. But in the face of Kien’s audacity and cool the man had lost courage;
trembling, he dropped his machine gun.
“Shit!”
Kien spat out in disgust, then pulled the trigger from close range, snapping the ARVN soldier away from the
tree, then shredding him.
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“Ma . . . aaaaaa!” the dying man screamed. “Aaaa …”
Kien shuddered and jumped closer as bullets poured from all sides towards him. He hadn’t cared, standing firm
and firing down into the man’s hot, agonized body in its death throes. Blood gushed out onto Kien’s trousers.
Walking on, leaving blood-red footprints in the grass, he slowly approached two other commandos hiding and
shooting at him, his machine gun tucked carelessly under his arm, his shirt open. He was unconcerned and coldly
indifferent, showing no fear, no anger. Just lethargy and depression.
The enemy backed away and dispersed in retreat.
*
Despite that imprudent, risky action Kien was invited on return to the military personnel section and told he
was on the list of officers selected to attend a long-term training course at the Infantry Institute near Hanoi. The
order would soon come down from the divisional commander and Kien was to travel back up north.
“The fighting is endless. No one knows when it will stop,” the hoarse, gloomy personnel officer told Kien.
“We must keep our best seeds, otherwise all will be destroyed. After a lost harvest, even when starving, the best
seeds must be kept for the next crop. When you finish your course and return to us, your present officers will all
be gone and the regiment with them. The war will go on without you.”
Kien remained silent. A few years earlier he would have been proud and happy, but not now. He did not want
to go north to do the course, and felt certain he would never join them, or become a seed for successive war
harvests. He just wanted to be safe, to die quietly, sharing the fate of an insect or an ant in the war. He would be
happy to die with the regular troops, those very soldiers who had created an almost invincible fighting force
because of their peasant nature, by volunteering to sacrifice their lives. They had simple, gentle, ethical outlooks
on life. It was clearly those same friendly, simple peasant fighters who were the ones ready to bear the
catastrophic consequences of this war, yet they never had a say in deciding the course of the war.
Someone was coming up to him from behind, but Kien didn’t turn. The person came closer, then silently sat
down behind Kien as he fished on the edge of the stream. At that late hour the bamboo forest on the other bank
seemed to make the dusk thicken. The brief rainy day faded away quickly.
“Fishing?” the person asked.
“Obviously,” Kien replied coldly. It was Can, chief of Squad 2. A small thin boy, nicknamed “Rattling” Can.
“What’s your bait?”
“Worms.” Kien added:
“I thought you had a fever. What’re you doing here in the wet?”
“Caught anything?”
“No. Just killing time.”
Kien mumbled. He hated any confidences, any sharing of personal problems. Hell, if everyone in the regiment
came to him with personal problems after those horrendous firefights he’d feel like throwing himself over the
waterfall. He knew Can was going to unload some personal problems on him.
“It’s raining heavily in the North,” Can droned on in his gloomy, dispirited voice. “The radio says it’s never
rained as hard. My home district must be flooded by now.”
Kien just cleared his throat. More rain was falling. The air was getting colder and now it was quite dark.
“You’re about to go north, I hear.”
“What if I am?”
“Just asking. Congratulations.”
“Congratulations? Congratulations?”
“Please. I’m not jealous, Kien. I’m sincere. I know you don’t like me but can’t you understand a little of what I
mean? Accept what Heaven gives you.You’ve survived down here and now you’ll go north and continue to
survive. You’ve suffered a lot.You were from an intellectual family, so it’s not right for you to die anyway. Just go,
and let events unfold here. We feel pleasant envy for you.You deserve it.”
“I’m not going anywhere to make others happy. I know you’re scared of being killed, but you have to
overcome your fear by yourself. You can’t place that responsibility on others’ shoulders.”
Can seemed to ignore the taunt.
“As for me, I’ve always longed for the opportunity to get into an officers’ training course. Truly, that was my
dream. I’m younger than you. I was top of the class at school. I’ve tried to discipline myself, to fulfill all my
duties. No disobedience, no gambling, no alcohol, no dope, no women, no swearing. And for what? All for
nothing! I’m not jealous, just depressed.”
Kien felt uneasy about what was coming. He feared it, yet he expected it. Can continued,
“I haven’t lived yet and I want very much to live.” Kien remained silent.
“For just one week in the North I’m prepared to lose everything. Everything.”
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“So I’ll tell personnel to put your name down instead of mine,” said Kien sarcastically. “Don’t moan! Please,
go back to your hut and lie down.”
“Don’t patronize me! I’m telling the truth, not trying to change things. I can look after myself. I’m not afraid of
dying, but this killing and shooting just goes on forever. I’m dying inside, bit by bit. Every night I have the same
dream, of me being dead. My soul swims out of my corpse and turns into a vampire going off to suck human
blood. Remember the Playcan fighting in 1972? Remember the pile of corpses in the men’s quarters? We were up
to our ankles in blood, splashing through blood. I used to do anything to avoid stabbing with bayonets or bashing
skulls in with my rifle butt, but now I’ve got used to it.And to think that as a child I wanted to take orders and go
into a seminary.”
Kien turned and looked curiously at Can. You occasionally found such traumatized misfits in the army. Their
chaotic minds, their troubled speech, revealed how cruelly they were twisted and tortured by war. They collapsed
both spiritually and physically. But it was curious that after fighting alongside Can for so long Kien had never
heard him go on like this. He had seen Can only as a trusty farmer who’d gradually adjusted to the hell of the
battlefield.
“You’re an experienced front-line soldier, but you’re starting to whine and moan. That will make you even
more miserable, Can.You’d better transfer out of the scout group. We’re the first to go into the fight.” Can
continued his gloomy confessions as though he had not heard a word.
“I used to ask myself why I’m down here while my old suffering mother is at home, helpless, day and night
crying for her distant son. When I joined up my village was flooded and it was hard for Mother even to get by.
Who was left to help her? My brother was already in the forces. I could have been exempted as the only son left
but the village chief wouldn’t agree. We have so many of those damned idiots up there in the North enjoying the
profits of war, but it’s the sons of peasants who have to leave home, leaving a helpless old mother exposed to
hardships. So, Kien …”
Suddenly Can burst into tears, burying his face in his knees, his shoulders heaving and trembling, his thin back
wet and shivering. Kien stood up, picked up his fishing rod, and looked down, frowning, at Can.
“You’ve been reading too many enemy pamphlets. If someone reported you to the upper levels you’d be a
goner. Are you going to desert?”
Can remained sitting, his head on his knees. His voice came low, mixing with sounds from the stream and the
rain.
“Yes. I’m going. I know you’re a real friend.You’ll understand. Say good-bye to the guys for me.”
“You’re nuts, Can. First, you’ve no right to escape. Second, you can’t. You’ll be caught and brought back.
Court-martialed. Shot.You’ll be worse off than now. Listen to me. Calm down! I won’t rat on you.”
“Too late. I’ve already hidden my bag in the jungle.”
“I’m not letting you desert. Go back to the huts. Try to hang on a bit longer. The war has to end sooner or
later.”
“No. I’m off. Win or lose, sooner or later, that means nothing to me. My life is fading fast, and I still have to
see my mother once more, and my village.You won’t stop me? What for? Why would you?”
“Listen, Can, leaving like this is suicidal. And shameful.”
“Suicidal? Killing myself? I’ve killed so often it won't mean a thing if I kill myself. As for the shame …” Can
stood up slowly, looking into Kien’s eyes.
“In all my time as a soldier I’ve yet to see anything honorable. Back home I might be even more humiliated.
They won’t let me live. Even so, these nights all I dream of is my mother calling me. Perhaps my brother is dead
already and she’s ill and suffering. I can’t wait any longer. It’s you, not me, who’s been chosen for the officers’
course and being sent back. Me, I’ll just have to find my own way home. I hope my friends take pity on me. I
won’t get caught, not if the scouts don’t chase me. And that’s you, Kien, you’re in charge, you’re the one who can
guarantee my safety. Let me go.” Can continued softly,
“When this is all over, well, you know my village in the Binh Luc district, Ha Nam province. Drop in when
you get a chance.”
In the darkness Can grasped Kien's wrist with his cold, thin hand. Kien slowly pushed the hand away and
turned his back without saying a word, leaving Can by the stream.
Nearing his hut Kien seemed to awaken and change his mind. He dropped his fishing gear and turned back,
running to the stream, calling,
“Can, Caaaaaaan!” He called again,
“Caaan, wait!”
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He rushed back through the heavy rain along the dark path to the edge of the stream. Can was gone. In the tiny
clearing Kien felt imprisoned by the rain and the thick bamboo jungle wall on the other side of the stream. The
restricted visibility compressed the space. The only movement was the stream, which gurgled on.
Kien stood there staring, then burst into tears, the rain washing over his face as the tears gushed out.
*
Desertion was rife throughout the regiment at that time, as though soldiers were being vomited out, emptying
the insides of whole platoons. The authorities seemed unable to prevent the desertions. But the commanding
officers issued specific orders for Can to be traced. They feared he would desert to the enemy and betray the
secrets and the battle plans of the entire regiment.
After many days splashing around on their search the military police finally found Can the deserter. He’d only
made it to a small dead-end track between hills, two hours from the huts. He still had months to travel, so many
obstacles between him and home in Binh Luc.
In late September, just before the regiment’s departure from the Jungle of Screaming Souls, the men got mail
from their families, their only delivery for the wet season. Kien’s scout platoon got just one letter. It was for Can,
from his mother.
The whole hamlet shares my joy at having received your letter and I write back immediately with the hope that the
kind military post officers will take pity on me and deliver it as quickly as possible to you. I might already have died,
but thanks to your letter I now continue to live and hope, my dear son.
Oh, my son, since receiving word of your brother’s death from his unit, then having his commemoration ceremony
in the village and getting the Patriotic Certificate, my dear son, I have worked night and day in the ricefield, ploughing
land and transplanting. And I pray always to Heaven and the ancestors, your late father and brother, to bless you in that
distant battlefield, praying you and your comrades will return safely.

Kien read and reread the letter. His hands trembled, tears blurred his eyes. Can was no more. The military
police had found his rotten corpse. Only his skeleton was complete, like that of a frog thrown into a mud patch.
Crows had pecked away Can’s face; his mouth was full of mud and rotting leaves.
“That damned turncoat, he really stank,” said the military policeman who had buried Can.
His eye-sockets were hollow, like trenches. In that short time moss and slime had already grown over him.The
MP gagged, spitting at the memory.
No one spoke of Can again. No one bothered to find out why he had died, whether he was killed or had just
exhausted himself in the jungle, or whether he’d committed suicide. No one accused him, either. The name, age,
and image of someone who’d been every bit as brave under fire as his comrades, who had set a fine example,
suddenly disappeared without trace.
Except within the mind of Kien. Can’s image haunted him every night, returning during the night to whisper to
him by his hammock, repeating the final, gloomy lines he’d spoken by the stream.The whisper would turn into a
suffocating gasp, like the sound of water blocking the throat of a drowning man.
… my soul swims out of my corpse …

Kien recalled Can’s voice. And each time Kien knelt in prayer before the platoon’s altar to the war martyrs, he
would whisper a word for Can’s soul, the soul of a comrade who had died in humiliation, uncared for and
misunderstood, even by Kien.
*
In the past months of the wet season Kien had been posted to the MIA team charged with gathering the
remains of the dead from the worst battlefields. He had crossed almost all the northern sector of the Central
Highlands, returning to the sites of innumerable battles. The MIA team had uncovered a vast family of forgotten
members of their regiment, dead under the mantle of the warm jungle. The fallen soldiers shared one destiny; no
longer were there honorable or disgraced soldiers, heroic or cowardly, worthy or worthless. Now they were
merely names and remains.
For some of the other dead, not even that. Some had been totally vaporized, or blasted into such small pieces
that their remains had long since been liquidized into mud.
After some final touches with the shovel their graves would be done, their remains laid out.Then with their
final breath their souls were released, flying upwards, free.
The uprush of so many souls penetrated Kien’s mind, ate into his consciousness, becoming a dark shadow
overhanging his own soul. Over a long period, over many, many graves, the souls of the beloved dead silently and
gloomily dragged the sorrow of war into his life.
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Tonight, back at the camp, how strange that it is a night which is perhaps the most mystical of the hundreds of
dark nights in his life, with Can’s soul whispering to him. And now his whole fighting life parades before him,
with troops of dead soldiers met on the battlefields returning through a dim arch in an endless dream. The echoes
of the past days and months seem like rumbles of distant thunder, paining then numbing his own turbulent soul.
Near dawn Kien suddenly shivers and half awakens to a piercing, horrible, sorrowful howl, flying up from the
cliffs like an echo. Kien moves to get up but then stops and flops back into the hammock, closing his eyes, still
listening to the howl.
That howl, the howl first heard in this damned Screaming Souls Jungle right by this same stream in the rainy
season last year, the last rainy season of the war. The howl from the valley on the other side of the mountain,
echoing down to us. Some said it was mountain ghosts, but Kien knew it was love’s lament.
*
At the time, right here in the sad wet jungle, Kien’s B3 scout platoon had lived a moment of love which was
strange and fascinating, fueled by a passion both wanton and unique, born of a magical meeting.
Kien had unfortunately not been included in this ambience of love. He recalled his unit had arrived and chosen
to build huts at the foot of this very mountain. After the first two nights had passed everyone sensed something
unusual was happening to the platoon.
Kien had done more than sense that mysterious atmosphere. He had listened to it, and had seen vague figures
flitting by. On the third night, a rainy August night, Kien, fitful after three days of fever, was dis tressed and could
not sleep. Uneasy,just before dawn, he put on his raincoat and with machine gun at the ready went to check the
huts.The forest floor was muddy and slippery and lightning sparked the air, lighting the jungle every few
moments.
Kien slipped around, groping his way through the rain, his machine gun swinging. Approaching the Squad 1
hut Kien stopped. Laughter? Yes, peals of laughter. But who would be laughing like that in this sorry platoon?
And imitating a girl’s voice? It sounded ghostly. Kien approached, looking inside. It was dark, but there was no
sound of snoring. Just a heavy silence. Kien was wary:
“Who laughed in there?”
“Why, Kien?”
Thanh’s voice. Alert.
“Who? Maybe an angel,” said another.
“Don’t piss around. Someone laughed. I’m not that feverish, you baboon.”
“So come in, platoon commander. Check for yourself.”
Kien was confused. Shit! Was there another ghost in this Screaming Souls Jungle? Kien dropped the flap, then
left. Still, the laughter had seemed clear, sharp, genuine. A girl’s laughter, not a ghost’s. He was not imagining
things.
Walking slowly back, he sensed a movement and stopped, stiffening to stay still and alert. He could hear his
own heart come almost to a standstill. In the reflection of the stream he saw a lovely young girl. Her midriff was
bare, her skin shone like the light dancing on the water, her hair, long and flowing, hung down on her thighs. She
walked slowly out of his vision, leaving her reflection dancing among the reeds along the bank. Kien stared after
her into the jungle, then shook himself free of the vision and shouted out,
“Stop! Who’s there?” He stepped forward with his hand on the trigger.
“Code Five!” he called.
No answer. The rain, the thunder, and the lightning seemed to halt abruptiy.
“Stop! I’ll shoot!” Kien shouted angrily.
“It’s me—Thinh!”
“What?”
“It’s me. My turn on duty,” answered Lofty Thinh clearly. “What’s wrong?”
“Who’s been in there with you?”
“No one.”
“Didn’t you see anyone?”
“No.What’s up?”
Kien swore through his teeth. Just then the lightning and thunder flared up again. Kien stared into the swaying
trees, looked again at the swirling stream, then back at Thinh.
Thinh stood before him, looking innocent. He wore shorts, his bare midriff glistening in the rain.
Kien groaned softly, then trudged back slowly to his tent. He threw himself back into his hammock, overcome
by a sense of self-pity and impending doom.
What had he seen? Ghost or girl?
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The next morning the matter was not mentioned. Neither Thanh nor Thinh said a word, but Kien felt they and
the others shared a secret, while pretending nothing unusual was happening. It was the first time he had felt cut off
from his friends.
*
Kien slowly discarded fears that he had imagined things. Something was happening, something strange. No
more beautiful ghost-girls slipped by the huts near the stream. But he sensed other mysterious movements.
At midnight shadows slipped silently from the hammocks. Gently creeping to the hut doors, making signals to
the night guards, they disappeared in single file into the dark jungle. The shadows slipped quietly into the stream
and headed, in teeming rain, towards the great dark mountain.
Night after night these shadows moved around, until one night Kien too awoke. He lay still, feigning sleep, lis tening. At first he heard the whispers, then movements from hammocks, then bare feet stepping into mud. Then
muted conversation with the guards. Someone slipped over. Muffled laughter.
Some nights they were shadows from his own hut: the next night from another hut: once from the hammocks
near him. They were going out every night, returning hours later, just before dawn. He could hear them, out of
breath, muddy and shivering from the drizzle and cold air.
After a few nights Kien begin caring for them, worrying for the welfare of these shadows. He would lie awake
until every one of them had returned. When the last one had returned he would hear a long, mournful call from the
base of the mountain, like a call of farewell. At the return of the last shadow Kien would sigh with relief and drop
into a slumber.
Not the entire platoon of thirteen were involved. Three regulars, he was certain, made the dangerous journey at
night to the dark mountain through a wild, gloomy valley. He now recalled there had been a prosperous farm there
by a waterfall, before the war had spread inland.
The farmhouse had been abandoned, then commandeered by the district military officers as their headquarters,
then abandoned again many years ago.There had been three very young girls from the original farming family. It
dawned on him that the girls, who would now be in their late teens, had returned home despite the farm’s vulnerability.
Kien felt he now knew what was happening and that he understood their feelings. Which is why, as a
commander, instead of stopping the undisciplined and dangerous liaisons, he did nothing. He recalled the standing
orders from the political commissar:
“It is necessary to readjust, rectify, and re-establish the rules, the morals and behavior of your men, when there
are breaches.”
Of course that would have meant pulling the soldiers out, snapping them out of their romantic spell. Kien’s
heart would never allow him to truly discipline those boys. It begged him to keep silent and sympathize with the
young lovers. What else could they do? They were powerless against the frenzied forces of young love which now
controlled their bodies.
At the time Kien felt old. Only he and Can were over twenty. All the others were still teenagers, still boys.
*
It was then that the honeyed dreams began, and in his sleep he saw his beautiful girl from Hanoi appear before
him. During those rainy nights she would come to him from the back door of his memory, stepping lightly like a
sprite. His body would shiver, then tremble, starved and thirsty with desire, wanting to savor the heightened
sensations of smooth body contact.
“We two may die as virgins, our love is so pure. We ache for each other, unable to be together,” Phuong would
say, causing their seventeen-year-old hearts nearly to break.
In his dream he knew that he was dreaming and he would writhe, trying to change the images, trying to get
away from the pain and desolation he suffered from knowing it was all a dream.
When he awoke he heard the young men’s footsteps from far away. Now he had no need to await their return.
He could tell long before. In their hut, along with the gentle perfume of dope, there was now a new fragrance,
distinctly soft, tender and ethereal, which lingered vaguely in the wind.
Kien thought back to the source of his own love, when he had been young. That was now hard to imagine, hard
to remember a time when his whole personality and character had been intact, a time before the cruelty and the
destruction of war had warped his soul. A time when he had been deeply in love, passionate, aching with desire,
hilariously frivolous and lighthearted, or quickly depressed by love and suffering. Or blushing in embarrassment.
When he too was worthy of being a lover and in love, as his troops were now.
But war was a world with no home, no roof, no comforts. A miserable journey, of endless drifting. War was a
world without real men, without real women, without feeling.
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War was also a world without romance. He couldn’t avoid the drain on his soul, the ruin his young men were
escaping from as they set about squeezing the last remaining drops of love from their nightly adventures.
Tomorrow, they might be dead. We might all be dead.
But the love he knew had been within him seemed now to have drained away. He despaired that he could never
again share the frivolities and elations of ordinary love.
*
Closing his eyes, looking back, Kien remembered the pain of those weeks. Those young girls and the boys of
his platoon were all dead now. A constant fear for them had wrenched his heart. True, it was war, and the times
were abnormal. The great issues, the important tasks of fighting and their sacred duties, had become the most
important matters in life. Whereas the tiny issues, those filigree-fine joys and sorrows of human destiny, like the
boys’ dalliance with the three farm girls, seemed less important. They were such rare occurrences they were
considered by some as a bad omen, as though happiness must necessarily call down its own form of retribution in
war.
It was indeed true; those small acts of love were an omen of terrible events to come.
Kien recalled the scene as if it were only yesterday. He was standing there in the pelting rain in the wet grassy
yard of the small farmhouse in the isolated valley at the base of a huge mountain where every night his young
men had secretly met their new lovers.
His face, clothes, and hair were all sopping wet. The submachine gun was about to slip from his shoulder.
Around the farmhouse the huts and storage areas from the district headquarters days seemed to send off vapor
from the teeming rain as the drops bounced off their roofs. The sky gradually lightened and a few rays broke
through, although some light rain persisted.
“Ho Biaaaaaa!” Lofty Thinh had started calling.
Kien had simply gone along with the search. After Thinh’s calls the other scouts scattered around the farm all
shouting the girls’ names:
“Ho Biaaaaa! May, Maaaay! Thom,Thooom!”
There was no reply. From the high waterfall by the cliff between the farm and the foot of the mountain a huge
fountain of white water arose, rumbling and foaming, sounding like perpetual thunder. But no one replied.
The other sounds were from the rain. Water running off roofs, dripping into pools. Kien went inside. It was a
lovely three-roomed house with a bamboo roof, covered with perfumed wild lily. The furniture was in good
condition, and tidy. A full set of rattan chairs and table, a flower pot, tea and teacups. An opened book. Beds,
pillows, blankets. Mirrors and combs. At the back, clothes were hanging on the line, washing that should have
been brought in by then.
The larders were well stocked with paddy, rice, and cassava. The smell of dried mushrooms, honey, and stores
of other fragrant foods and spices filled the little kitchen. All seemed in perfect order. The kitchen table had been
laid neatly, as though a full dinner had been prepared but the family had been called away. Bowls of dried fish,
eggplants, rice, had been placed in the center of the table and covered with insect-proof netting. For each person
there were chopsticks, bowls, salt, pepper, and small side plates. The main rice pot was still on the stove, and
below it the charcoal and ash glowed dimly, still warm.
Kien and his men stepped out back, through peanut plants, eggplant, thyme, and oregano. They walked cau tiously down the yard to banana trees and marrows. Beyond this vegetable garden a simple low wooden gate
opened onto a tiny narrow path leading to a stream which ran into the main river a little way down. They stood
there looking over the stream and up into the dim shadows of the mountain under which the little farmhouse
stood.
Though it rained day and night, the farm girls had used water from the stream, wisely saving their well-water
for the dry season. Kien approached the well. It seemed in good order; the lid fitted snugly and around its base a
gutter had been dug, to drain away muddy water during heavy rains. The silence was unnerving.
Kien left the others and on a hunch turned towards the stream and noted the girls’ tiny bathhouse built over the
water, almost totally hidden from view behind bamboo. The narrow track from well to bathhouse was graveled,
weed-free.
Kien approached not by the path but circuitously, by stepping quietly into the water and wading upstream. The
door of the bathhouse was open. He kneeled, unslinging his machine gun. He was certain someone was in there.
That had been so long ago, yet now it was still vividly clear in his mind. The bathhouse door hadn’t been
opened. It had been ripped off its hinges and thrown aside onto the bank. Inside there were two buckets, part-full,
a dipper, a pair of rubber sandals, and soap. A thin, worn housecoat and an embroidered towel hung on a tiny
line.A piece of muddied clothing lay by the wall near a green canvas raincoat.
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Something on the smooth rocks caught his eye. It was a torn white bra. In the dim light it looked like a strange
large flower with smooth, soft petals. On one petal there was a trace of blood.
Kien shivered as though twine had been wrapped tightly around his heart. Then he pictured several greenish,
ghostly enemy forms passing silently under the jungle canopy, quietly arriving at the jungle's edge to find the
farm, then entering … finding three young girls. One girl had been in the bedroom, another in the kitchen near the
table, the third at the bathhouse. There had been no time to react. No cries. No shots. No escape.
“The commandos! The commandos, they did it,” someone howled.
“Oh, Kien,” said Thinh in a whisper, his voice hoarse and trembling. Beyond them the bamboo branches
scratched eerily against the bamboo walls. Kien sighed, tightening his lips.
“Did you hear anything this morning?” he asked.
“No. Nothing,” they replied.
Kien tried to put the picture together. So, what had happened? These young men had been here with the girls
last night, enjoying themselves. This was 1974, not the dark times of 1968 and 1969, the worst years of the war.
This was now a day’s walk to the front line. Yet this morning the young lovers in the platoon had sensed
something wrong. They had persuaded Kien to take a look. Kien now agreed their hunch had been right.
“How do you know they’re commandos?” Kien asked, aware that whoever the visitors had been, they were
still alive, and not far away.
“We found a Rubi cigarette-end. And footprints,” Thinh said.
“What made you sense something was wrong this morning? You were happy enough when you came back,”
Kien said, letting them know he had known all along of their nocturnal visits.
“Nothing specific.We suddenly felt unbearably anxious, that’s all.”
“Now you tell me! Did any of you go back looking for them this morning?”
“Yes. But we found no trace.”
“You missed this,” said Kien, pointing to the bloodstained bra.
Thinh stepped out front, slowly kneeling down. His AK rifle dropped from his shoulders, clattering on the
rocks.
“It’s Ho Bia’s! This is Ho Bia’s bra!” he whispered, raising the bra to his lips.
“Oh, darling, where did they take you? Why? You were so innocent! Why would they hurt you? What can we
do?”
Thinh sobbed and moaned, uttering urgent prayers in a despairing voice.
*
Later, many years later, while watching a pantomime where an artist bent over, writhing his body in agonized
desperation, by magical association Kien recalled the moments when Thinh had similarly crouched in sobbing
despair, praying for Ho Bia.
The audience around him in the theater had seen Kien suddenly sit bolt upright, remembering the war scene
clearly. His attention on the pantomime faded as the sharp detail of the tragic love story of his men and the three
farm girls unfolded in his mind. He drifted off into a reverie as he dreamed of that day, blind to the pantomime
before him.
How deeply moved he was, and how he trembled at the joy and the pain the memories brought. He wanted to
etch into his heart these memories, and wondered how he could have forgotten this tragedy for so many years.
It was almost dark that same day before they found the commandos' hiding-place. They had not killed the three
girls on their own farm, but had chosen to take them down the valley, away from the farm. The rain had erased
their tracks and it was by total chance that Kien’s platoon had discovered the seven commandos at the foot of a
hill.
They had ambushed the commandos, killing three of them in the first attack and capturing the remaining four
at gunpoint. Lofty Thinh, one of the lovers, was killed in close fighting, getting a bullet through his heart. No time
for tears or for vengeance. He fell, his face to the earth, without seeing Ho Bia again.
Kien stood before the captured men. They were not tied up, but they were exhausted from their lost battle, their
clothes torn, filthy with mud and blood, offering no further resistance. They stood still and silent, shuffling their
feet but indifferent to questions.
“Where are the three girls?” he asked calmly. No answer.
“Well, where are they? If they’re still alive, you might live.”
The biggest of the four commandos, his left eye torn away by a bullet, looked over at Kien with his good eye.
Blood and mud ran down his cheeks. He laughed scornfully, showing white teeth.
{The girls? We sacrificed them to the Water Spirit, sir. We used their bodies as an offering. They cried and
carried on like crazy.”
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Kien’s scouts drew their bayonets. Kien held them back.
“Stop! Don’t. Perhaps these guys might also want to cry like crazy as the girls did before they died. They
won’t want to die immediately, will they?”
“Motherfucker! Kill us if you like!” another of them shouted. “Look at my hands, look, red from the bitches’
blood!”
“Shut up!” Kien said. “Don’t worry; we’ll do as you wish. I just want to know something. You came here to
track us, the regular army, right? So why attack them? Why kill three young girls so brutally?” No answer.
Kien cursed himself for wasting his time on them. Worse, he’d even been polite. He ordered them to dig their
own graves. The four of them dug a common grave, digging quickly, enthusiastically, as though they were on
contract.
“It doesn’t have to be so deep, it’s just for lying down in so that arms and legs won’t show,” said Kien. “And
hurry up! It’ll soon be dark.”
Each of the four had a shovel, the usual collapsible multipurpose sharp tools. They were all healthy, muscled
men. They dug violently, digging, scooping, throwing. The hole widened, deepened, then began to fill with
reddish water.
“That’s enough, get out!” Kien ordered. He explained:
“You have to get out before you throw in the bodies of your three friends.You don’t want to leave them to stink
up the forest, do you?”
They asked permission to wash and have a last cigarette. Kien agreed, but his troops were not satisfied. One
said,
“Why string it out? Give them some bronze candy!” It was the troops’ slang for bullets.
“I can’t stand these four assholes either,” said Kien. “They’ll be treated like dogs before they die, but there’s
something I have to know.”
The four southern commandos went down to the stream and washed their hands slowly, carefully. They also
washed the blood from their uniforms, then returned.
“Please have a cigarette, sir!” said the youngest of them, a round-faced, pale-skinned boy who spoke with a
sweet northern accent. He politely offered the Rubi cigarette in cupped hands to Kien.
“Keep it!” Kien waved him away. “Offer it to your pals when you’re under the ground.” The young commando
sighed, then looked imploringly at Kien, lowering his voice:
“Sir, the one who was impolite to you is our commander.Yes, he’s a lieutenant.”
“Is he? Well, he’ll just be an ordinary soldier below ground. Not your commander, so forget it, don’t worry.”
“Please don’t kill me,” the young man said. “I didn’t rape any of those girls. I didn’t stab them even once. I
swear I didn’t. I’m a Catholic.”
“You don’t have to swear to me. Get back in line!” Kien replied. But the young man, tears running down his
cheeks, kneeled down in front of Kien.
“Please take pity on me, sir, I’m still so young, sir. I have an old mother. I’m going to get married. We love
each other. I beg you!”
Trembling, he took a leather purse from his pocket and from it produced a small colored photograph which he
placed in Kien’s hands. Kien held the photo, looking at it. A young girl wearing a black swimsuit stood with her
back to the sea. She smiled happily, her wavy hair surrounding her face and covering her shoulders. She held an
ice-cream cone in one hand and waved with the other. A tiny, graceful wave from a girl so beautiful that he could
look at her forever. Kien wiped the raindrops from the photo and handed it back to the boy.
“She’s beautiful. Nice photo. Put it away or it’ll get wet.” The commando gasped, his mouth dry. His eyes
shone with hope.
“You mean you’ll let me live? Really? Oh, thank God!”
“Back to your hole!” shouted Kien. “Son of a bitch! Light your last smoke, or your time is up! You others too,
be quick!”
The young man joined the three others, who now sat on the edge of the grave dangling their feet over the
bodies of their three friends who had been tossed into the hole. Around the scene light blue cigarette smoke, warm
and pleasant, drifted lazily into the drizzle of rain. Darkness was descending from the slopes and the stream
gurgled around them.
“Now!” said Kien, pulling the AK from his shoulder. “Line up!” The four pale faces looked up, afraid and
intense.
“Stand up, in one row,” Kien repeated casually, pressing his thumb into the trigger guard of the submachine
gun. “Move!”
“Sir, let us finish our cigarette!” It was the same young man with the northern accent.
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“Stand up!” Kien shouted again.
“Let them finish, Kien,” a scout whispered hoarsely into Kien’s ear.
The condemned men stood up, leaning against each other. Imminent death had left them fearless, their faces
hardened. They looked with hatred at Kien, who became angry as he looked at them sneering at death.
“So, you don’t mind dying? I’ll satisfy you, with as much blood as you want. Like you did the girls.” Kien was
shouting, then laughing grimly.
He fired. Over their heads. The young northern Catholic began crying. He rushed forward to Kien and knelt,
his face on Kien’s feet. Whining, praying, sobbing, he writhed close to the ground, but no words came.
“You’re volunteering to go first?” asked Kien, placing the gun barrel against the boy’s forehead.
“No, please, let me live, I beg all of you! Let me live, I pray, sir, I beg you!”
Kien shoved the barrel hard on his head and the young commando fell back. The blow seemed to bring him to
his senses and he stopped crying. Still kneeling, he raised himself slightly, looking warily around first at Kien,
then the others. His hands wandered over his wound. A cut on his forehead had started blood streaming down his
nose.
“I volunteer to fill in the grave,” he said. “You don’t have to tire yourself doing it. I’ll also tell you all the
information I know.Your party's policy is to punish those who run away and forgive those who return, so you have
no right to kill me. No right! Please, I beg you, beg you!” Someone behind Kien touched his arm, whispering to
him in a trembling voice:
“Kien, why don’t we forgive them for now and send them to our superiors to decide?”
Kien turned. It was Cu. Kien burned with anger and he let fly in fury, sticking his gun into Cu’s mouth.
“If you want to show your love for them go stand in the line with them. I’ll kill you too! You too!”
*
“Kien, Kien, what the hell makes you cry so loud?”
The truckdriver’s beefy hand pushed through the hammock onto Kien’s shoulder, shaking him awake.
“Get up! Get ready! Quick!”
Kien slowly opened his eyes. The dark rings under them revealed his deep exhaustion. The painful memory of
the dream throbbed against his temples. After some minutes he got up, then slowly climbed down from the
hammock and dropped from the back of the truck to the ground. Seeing how sluggishly Kien ate, the driver sighed
and said,
“It’s because you slept back there with nearly fifty bodies.You had nightmares. Right?”
“Yes. Unbelievably horrible. I’ve had nightmares since joining this team, but last night’s was the worst.”
“No doubt,” the driver said, waving his hand in a wide arc. “This is the Jungle of Screaming Souls. It looks
empty and innocent, but in fact it’s crowded. There are so many ghosts and devils all over this battleground! I’ve
been driving for this corpse-collecting team since early seventy-three but I still can’t get used to the passengers
who come out of their graves to talk to me. Not a night goes by without them waking me up to have a talk. It
terrifies me. All kinds of ghosts, new soldiers, old soldiers, soldiers from the ioth Division, the 2nd Division,
soldiers from the provincial armed forces, the 320th Mobile Forces, 559th Corps, sometimes women, and every
now and again some southern souls, from Saigon.” The driver spoke as though it were common knowledge.
“Meet any old friends?” asked Kien.
“Sure! Even some from my own village. Guys from my first unit. Once I met a cousin who died way back in
sixty-five.”
“Do you speak to them?”
“Yes, but … well, differently. The way you speak in hell. There are no sounds, no words. It’s hard to describe.
It’s like when you’re dreaming—you know what I mean.”
“You can’t actually do anything to help each other?” asked Kien. “Do you talk about interesting things?”
“Not very. Just sad and pitiful things, really. Under the ground in the grave human beings aren’t the same.You
can look at each other, understand each other, but you can’t do anything for each other.”
“If we found a way to tell them news of a victory, would they be happier?” Kien asked.
“Come on! Even if we could, what would be the point? People in hell don’t give a damn about wars. They
don’t remember killing. Killing is a career for the living, not the dead.”
“Still, wouldn’t peacetime be an ideal moment for the resurrection of all the dead?”
“What? Peace? Damn it, peace is a tree that thrives only on the blood and bones of fallen comrades. The ones
left behind in the Screaming Souls battlegrounds were the most honorable people. Without them there would be
no peace,” the driver replied.
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“That’s a rotten way to look at it. There are so many good people, so many yet to be born, so many survivors
now trying to live decent lives. Otherwise it’s not been worth it. I mean, what’s peace for? Or what’s fighting
for?” Kien asked.
“Okay, I’ll grant you we have to have hope. But we don’t even know if the next generation will get a chance to
grow up, or if they do, how they’ll grow up. We do know that many good people have been killed. Those of us
who survived have all been trying to make something of ourselves, but not succeeding.
“But look at the chaotic postwar situation in the cities, with their black markets. Life is so frustrating, for all of
us. And look at the bodies and the graves of our comrades! The ones who brought the peace. Shameful, my friend,
shameful.”
“But isn’t peace better than war?”
The driver seemed astonished.
“This kind of peace? In this kind of peace it seems people have unmasked them selves and revealed their true,
horrible selves. So much blood, so many lives were sacrificed—for what?”
“Damn it, what are you trying to say?” Kien asked.
“I’m not trying to say anything. I’m simply a soldier like you who’ll now have to live with broken dreams and
with pain. But, my friend, our era is finished. After this hard-won victory fighters like you, Kien, will never be
normal again. You won’t even speak with your normal voice, in the normal way again.”
“You’re so damn gloomy.What a doom-laden attitude!”
“I am Tran Son, a soldier. That’s why I’m a bit of a philosopher.You never curse your luck? Never feel elated?
What did the dead ones tell you in your dreams last night? Call that normal?” he asked.
On the way out the Zil truck moves in slow, jerky movements. The road is bumpy, muddy and potholed. Son
stays in first gear, the engine revving loudly as if about to explode. Kien looks out of the window, trying to lighten
his mood.
The rain stops, but the air is dull, the sky lead-gray. Slowly they move away from the Screaming Souls Jungle
and the whole forest area itself. Behind them the mountains, the streams, all drop away from view.
But strangely, Kien now feels another presence, feels someone is watching him. Is the final scene, the
unfinished, bloody dream of this morning, about to intrude itself in his mind? Will the pictures unfold against his
wishes as he sits staring at the road? Kien called to Son over the roar of the engine, asking if he’d be finished with
MIA work after this tour of duty.
“Not sure. There’s a lot of paperwork to do. What are your plans?”
“First, finish school. That means evening classes. Then try the university entrance exams. Right now my only
skills are firing submachine guns and collecting bodies. What about you, will you keep driving?” The truck
reached a drier section of road and Son was able to go up a gear, dropping the loud engine revs.
“When we’re demobbed\fn{Demobolized; discharged:H} I’ll stop driving. I’ll carry my guitar everywhere and be a
singer. Sing and tell stories. ‘Gentlemen, brothers and sisters, please listen to my painful story, then I’ll sing you a
horror song of our times.’”
“Very funny,” said Kien. “If you ask me, we’d do better to tell them to forget about the war altogether.”
“But how can we forget? We’ll never forget any of it, never. Admit it. Go on, admit it!” …
24.123 The Pre-War Atmosphere\fn{by Do Kh (1955-
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He comes home. The blue light on the answering machine flickers silently, a message from his wife: “I’m
drinking with friends at the Olive Garden in Brea. Do you want to come down for dinner? It’s 6:30. I’ll call back
in a bit.”
Brea in Arabic means “empty valley,” but is transformed in Spanish into “tar.” The southern Californians in
Orange County are a tolerant bunch. When he arrived, the county was still undeveloped: orange groves, oil rigs,
yellow grass. But there were bulldozers everywhere, paving new streets. Okay, so a word can mean both empty
valley and tar. The titters behind his wife’s voice on the answering machine put him in a festive mood. He goes
into his room to change.
By the time she calls back, he is dressed up and rereading a few pages of Raymond Chandler’s The Long
Goodbye.\fn{Raymond Chandler (1888-1959) was an American author known for his gritty tales of crime and detection, most of which
were focused upon the exploits of the private detective Philip Marlowe in Los Angeles, California during the 1930’s and 40’s. The Long
Goodbye, however, was written in 1953.} Philip Marlowe is drinking a gimlet at Victor’s.

*
“I was living that year in a house on Yucca Avenue in the Laurel Canyon district. It was a small hillside house
on a dead-end street with a long flight of red- wood steps to the front door and a grove of eucalyptus trees across
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the way.”
*
A gimlet is half gin, half lime juice, with a few drops of angostura and syrup.
He asks his wife: “What you drinking?”
“I’m drinking a Bloody Mary. You coming to eat? My friends want to leave.”
“Do you know how to mix a gimlet?”
“No.”
“Do they have gimlets there?"
“How would I know?” His wife, noticing his roundaboutness, suggests, “All right, I’ll come pick you up. Do
you want to eat Japanese?”
Why Japanese? he thinks. His wife says:
“You think about it. Wait for me.”
His wife shows up, thinking he knows not what. Marlowe is easy: The man’s loyal to one drink, at least for a
story.
*
“From then on it got to be a habit with him to drop in around five o’clock. We didn’t always go to the same
bar; but oftener to Victor’s than anywhere else.”
*
Without knowing why, he demands: “I want to eat Lebanese.”
“You want to eat and watch the belly dancer?” His wife asks.
“Belly dancing?”
“Hassan in Newport Beach. All my friends say it’s a good place to eat.”
“Which friends, American or Lebanese?”
“American.”
He looks at his wife.
“American friends, I wouldn’t trust them.” His wife agrees. He continues:
“You’re Lebanese but you let Americans tell you where to eat your own food.”
His wife shrugs. Unlike the Vietnamese, the Lebanese are not passionately attached to their homeland. They
don’t have a beef soup to haunt them—raw or well-done with its clear broth, a peeled onion, a raw egg. Perhaps
his wife is unusually indifferent. There were times, watching the news on TV, when he would say, “Hey, there’s
fighting in Beirut,” and his wife would respond, “Oh, really?” Maybe this is why the Lebanese have assimilated
quickly and gained powerful positions in their adopted countries. Philip Habib as Special Envoy, for example, or
John Sununu as White House Chief of Staff. Not to mention someone whose name he can’t remember who is
president of a small country in the Caribbean.\fn{ Philip Habib negotiated a cease-fire between Israel and Arab and Lebanese
opponents resulting in the withdrawl of the Palestinian Liberation Organization, Israeli and Syrian armed forces from Lebanon in 1982.
John H. Sununu was Governor of New Hampshire (1983-1989) and served as White House Chief of Staff to President George Bush Sr .}

“I don’t like to watch belly dancing.”He could conjure up scenes from Egyptian movies. “They jiggle their
bellies right at your table. It makes me uncomfortable.”
His wife laughs. “You are uncomfortable with everything. It’s Friday night, there’s belly dancing everywhere,
including Indian restaurants.”
Belly dancing even in Indian restaurants, all because it is such a popular feature in America, a kind of aerobics,
with appeal for Americans, not Indians. He says:
“That’s all right. I want to eat Lebanese.”
The Condole restaurant is on Lincoln between Dale and Beach, which is closer to where he lives than Newport
Beach. “I’ve never noticed it. Did you bring the address?” He wife slows down the car.
“2700 or 2800 West.”
He vaguely remembers, looking right and left at all the signs shining on the dark street. A gas station, fried
chicken, an apartment complex, pizza, waterbeds, Indian grocery store (“How come so many Indians are named
Patel?” he wonders), a mobile home park (“Now Renting”), a sushi restaurant and a California Sun Tan outlet.
“Here, on this side,” he points.
Condole Club/Restaurant
The strip mall’s architecture has the feel of a New England town; its bell tower resembles the spire of a smalltown church. The wooden wall has turned blue under the neon light. The parking lot is empty, dark, cozy, except
for a dimly lit “For Lease” sign. This complex is relatively new. The two cloth screens shielding the entrance to
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the sushi place flutter. California Sun Tan, right next door, must be hurting for business. April’s temperature has
unexpectedly reached the record-breaking 100’s. One could go mad sitting in a car: Who would want to go into a
salon and lie under a Light Bulb Beach?
The Gondole Restaurant claims the end spot. He has to look carefully at the image on the glass to detect a
sinuous woman holding a scarf above her head. First the spire, now the stained glass. “Gondole” is spelled out in
big letters. Driving by, he used to think it was an Italian restaurant. And the image of the dancing woman he had
mistaken for a gondolier: a guy in a black hat singing bel canto in front of San Marco, not a belly dancer untying
the scarf around her stomach to flutter over her head. Why would an Arabic eatery be called “Gondole”? He
notices the small letters, “Lebanese Cuisine,” on the side wall and the Arabic script over the door.
“What does that say?” he asks his wife.
“Al Gondole.”
“Oh.” The name makes sense if you think about it. Venice is part of the East. Actually, the East begins in
Venice.\fn{The Republic of Venice was the first European state to dominate the trade in Easturn luxury goods and spices, becoming
thereby the leading European commercial power between approximately 1204 (when the Eastern Roman Empire was partitioned) and 1508
(when the Pope, the Holy Roman Empire, France and Spain successfully combined against her and divided her territorial possessions
between them, completely subverting her dominant politcal power .} Beirut is right on the other side, the next stop on the spice

route. It is both the entry to the Arabic peninsula and the gateway to Europe. Separated by a bit of tranquil sea, the
Mediterranean, Europeans who come to Venice already feel they are entering the East. On both ends are doors,
with the Mediterranean a nondescript and neutral hallway. So an Arabic eatery in Orange County, the new
Byzantium, can be called Al Gondole. There’s nothing irrational about it.
They enter.
He sees, from afar, the promised belly dancer.
Wednesday to Saturday—
belly dancing
with live Arabic music.
A young waiter, tall, with an actor’s good looks, leads them to the end of the room. On a platform hugging the
wall is a long row of couches, arranged in several U’s. Each has a table at a height about halfway between a
dining room table and a coffee table. They settle down, half sitting, half lying. The rest of the row is already filled
with diners. Beneath where they’re sitting, the regular tables and chairs are unoccupied. At the back, in front of a
shimmering, multicolored, gold-threaded curtain, is a blond dancer in a Haroun el Rashid harem
costume.\fn{Harun ar-Rshid [766-809, the fifth caliph (786-809) of the Abbasid Dynasty of Baghdad] is probably meant, particularly
because the period of his rule began a notable development of culture; Baghdad itself became a flourishing city, studded with splendid
buildings erected at enormous cost; and it is his court which is described in all its voluptuous luxury in the pages of the Arabian Nights .}

He leans back and stares at the soft ceiling, made of silk or brocade to resemble the tent roof of a nomadic sheik—
very clever, but there’s no atmosphere yet, in spite of the dancer’s exertion at the back of the room.
“This ceiling reminds me of the Indian restaurant,” he tells his wife.
The Indian restaurant was near the ocean (everything was near the ocean in Beirut), with a cloth ceiling that
resembled the interior of a tent. It was hot there also—the night before Zouheir Moshen was killed. That day, the
Arabic waiter asked him which wine he preferred, French or local. Tonight he wants a Lebanese wine but cannot
find one on the menu. There are only Lebanese beers, and European or American wines. Although there are many
fine California wines, he doesn’t have a clue about them. They had even sold them at Hediard in Paris. Eating
Tex-Mex in Bastille, the fancy crowd in the City of Lights would swear by Napa Valley and Sonoma.
“You want another long drink?” he asks.
“I just drank two Bloody Mary’s. A Bloody Mary at the Olive Garden is like this,” his wife measures about
twelve inches with her hands. “You should drink an Almaza beer.”
In Beirut he only dared to drink Almaza in the cheap joints. In the Hamra district, at Express or Café de Paris,
he would follow the crowd and drink Heineken. He wonders if they know how to make a gimlet here like they do
at the bar at the Ritz Beverly Hotel?
The waiter returns and asks courteously, “Would you like something to drink?”
He hesitates, flips the menu back and forth and turns to his wife several times for help. It is hopeless. Waiters
are different everywhere. In France, they are solemn and attentive. In the States they’re eager and in your face.
This guy is Lebanese. He’s got a Middle East refinement and deserves the title maître (the Lebanese call a waiter
maître, a French word, the same word the Vietnamese use for a lawyer).
He glances at Louis Fuisse, Louis Jadot, $39. He blurts out: “Mateus Rose.” Then exhales. Oh well,
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Mateus Rose, a Portuguese wine. The maître leaves. His wife looks over:
"Pouilly Fuisse," she reminds him.
“I know, 39 bucks,” he replies.
He’s not picky. You save 20 bucks going from. Maconnais to Minho. Muscat from the Douro is a pretty good
black gamay from the Saone. Yet the price is less than half. The waiter comes back, fussily shows him the bottle
and lets him sniff the cork, which embarrasses him a little. A vin de table without a proper name and this guy is
making a fuss. He tastes and nods his frugal head, like the night he drank the local wine in the Indian restaurant
on the Lebanese hills. He feels love for his wife. The next night Zouheir Mohsen died.
There is no atmosphere at that point. A single belly dancer does not make the Middle East.
“This one can dance,” his wife enthuses earnestly.
He turns his body halfway and awkwardly watches the blond American rhythmically flash the flesh around her
belly button. At the entrance, he had carefully studied the black and white photograph without detecting anything
Arabic about her other than the Thousand and One Nights outfit.
“Her name is Chadia,” he mumbles, “but I’m sure she’s American.”
Chadia, pausing at each table to wiggle her body, is coming near. At the next table, two American couples
become rowdy and wave dollar bills in the air. One fun-loving guy is trying to insert money into her cleavage
while his girlfriend, legs on the couch, laughs hysterically. Chadia evades him adroitly. “Not allowed, not
allowed.” But she sticks her hip out so he can tuck money into the elastic hem of her pants. The guy, bewildered,
shoves the money to his girlfriend under the table so she can tip for him.
“If you think she’s good, give her some money. Here she comes.”
His wife laughs.
“If you don’t like it, turn away; she’ll leave automatically. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”
“I don’t like it,” he says adamantly. Sometimes life’s more simple than you think.
Chadia comes to their table, wiggles moderately a few times, then really does leave. Maintaining his sullen
look, he exhales audibly.
“I know how to tip at go-go bars,” he says apologetically. “A dollar is easy to figure out.”
“You can tip whatever you want here. What’s the difference?”
“I’m used to nude dancing. I’m not inhibited by it. This is your culture; you deal with it.”
“Culture nothing. Belly dancing represents the sexual act.”
Of course it’s culture: human elaboration. A dog will represent the sexual act more simply, without ostentation. He goes on:
“People will belly dance at a political rally. I’ve seen them do it to Che Guevara in Gaza.”
And he had seen it. At the Mutualite Theater in Paris, when Marcel Khalife was performing, some women in
the audience left their seats, tied keffiyehs around their hips and danced in the aisles. The girl who was with him
clapped along, her shoulders bobbing—a sexual act or hasta fa victoria sempre? Since Chadia has gone to the
dressing room, he feels genuinely safe. His wife says:
“Politics, sex, same difference. You can turn around now.”
He turns around and notices, under the flickering oil lamp, a little sign on the table:
$15 minimum after 10 o’clock
Perhaps the main program only begins after 10 o’clock. The blonde with the Chadia moniker was only an
opening act.
“I only know how to tip nude dancers.” He is still embarrassed.
The sun was very hot. Big patches of his shirt stuck to his back uncomfortably.
*
“The stretch of broken-paved road from the highway to the curve of the hill was dancing in the noon heat.A
thin hot acrid breeze was blowing. I had my coat off and my sleeves rolled up, but the door was too hot to rest an
arm on.”
*
His wife, hair tied behind her ears, smiled at him from the sidewalk.
“Where you going?”
His wife wasn’t his wife at that point. “I was browsing in Antoine’s.”
“You want to go get a drink?”
“I just had a drink with a friend.”
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He pointed to his Japanese friend. This guy was not really a friend. They had just had a drink. He met the guy
on the street—he’s Asian, the other guy’s Asian—and they had a drink. He said, “You live here?” The other guy
said, “No, you live here?” He said, “No.” The other guy said, “I’m taking the bus to Baalbeck later. Want to
come?” He said, “Yes, I was planning on taking the bus to Baalbeck.”
“I’m going to Movenpick for ice cream,” his wife said.
He looked at the Japanese guy, who saw that he had met a local girl and was talking to her in French on the
sidewalk—not a promising sign. Sometimes life’s more simple than you think. The other guy split voluntarily.
“I’m taking the bus to Baalbeck.”
“Yeah, you go,” he said. “I’m going with you to Movenpick for ice cream,” he said to his wife. His wife
smiled; the Japanese guy left. This guy he would never meet again; Baalbeck he would never see; his wife is still
his wife today and the ice cream in Movenpick was nothing to talk about. His wife is still his wife and the two of
them are drinking cheap Mateus Rose, eating mez and waiting for 10 o’clock to see what the next attraction is.
Most of the American patrons left after the belly dancing act that had embarrassed him. The place is filling up
with Arabs. At the next table are two sisters, who appear to be waiting for somebody, each drinking a Coke and
not saying much. There is no one on stage. On the cassette player is a quiet tape by Magda Al Rumi.
“This girl’s young. She’s of Mona Marachli’s generation,” his wife says.
“I don’t know her.”
The young ones he doesn’t know. There are famous songs he knows the melody of, and there are some he can
sing along so people can laugh. Even with his bad pronunciation and his out-of-tune voice, he still likes to sing.
Nothing could be funnier than the time they returned to Beirut. His wife was curious about a sign in Arabic: Air
wa Bic, which means “prick and Bic.” Who wouldn’t be startled? It took a long time before his wife could figure
it out. It was an Arabic transliteration of “aerobic.”
His father has also been confused arriving in Hong Kong. Everywhere was the word Si Da that was nowhere to
be found in the dictionary. The old man was told that it was the Chinese transliteration of the English “store.”
Drug Si Da, Department Si Da, Thrift Si Da, Jane Fonda Air wa Bic. World civilization has become homogenous
from Beirut to Fragrant Harbor. In his conceited attempt to sing in Arabic, he’s sure to create similar
monstrosities. Still he likes to sing.
“Why don’t they put on Fairuz?”\fn{A Lebanese female vocalist, among the most popular Arabic female entertainers of the
mid-1990’s.} he asks vaguely.
That night, there seemed to be only Lebanese in the roof-garden of the hotel in Limassol. The poolside band
played a Fairuz song. He was eating creme de mais soup like he had as a child at the Bel Air restaurant in Ving
Tau. Limassol also looked into the ocean. In front of him, the Coke sign in Greek flashed behind City Hall.
Farther away, the white waves in the Mediterranean flickered dimly like short-circuited neon lights. The
violinist’s trembling mustache accompanied the dolorous strains of Old Jerusalem. Jerusalem Al Khots. It was his
first opportunity to hear this melody. The sad tune meandered through the night. There was also a small lamp on
their table, shaped like a candle. His wife recounted:
“In 1967, we were let out of school a month early. I stayed home to paint the lightbulbs blue to prepare for the
airplanes at night.”
He looked around. At each table in the roof-garden the conversation was restrained and polite. Everyone kept.
his voice low: too loud and they could hear you in Lebanon. It was only across the water, a ten-hour trip by the
slow boat plying the Mediterranean. Once it had been Lebanon of the pine-covered hills, of redwoods on summits
of cloud-covered mountains—the Switzerland of the Middle East. But Lebanon had turned into pillars of smoke
choking the night sky, and Beirut was no longer a city of blue lightbulbs. That kind of air defense had been more
romantic than the present system of using SAM missiles. He never heard of children staying home from school to
paint SAM missiles bright pink or lemon yellow. Back then, his wife had painted lightbulbs night-blue, oceanblue and Prussian blue. At Beirut’s Khalde airport, the motley alliance of Palestinians and Lebanese Nationalist
troops were holding out against Israeli paratroopers and the elite Golani armored brigade. The evening news
announced that the Israelis had cut off the International Highway at Dar El Baidar. Syria’s slow-footed 85 th
brigade was stuck in the city.
In the roof-garden, he heard no conversation about the war. The Greek/Cypriot band only grieved over the
Allenby bridge.\fn{Named after Edmund Henry Hynman, 1st Viscount Allenby (1861-1936), the British field marshal responsible for
the defeat of the armies of the Ottoman Empire in the Middle East (1917-1918) .} He chuckled:
“I’ve just found that pre-war atmosphere.”
Perhaps this special commodity is also available in Orange County. One does not have to take refuge in a roofgarden of a beachside hotel in Cyprus in order to find it. A popular item, he sees it advertised everywhere. The
pre-war atmosphere has no definite time span. The Lebanese civil war officially began in April 1975, after a
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busload of Palestinians got shot up on the unlucky 13 th in Ain El Remaneh. To his wife, the pre-war era was
before she had to paint lightbulbs blue.
“First Thursday of each month, I would go to my maternal grandmother’s to listen to Radio Cairo. The whole
Arab world would tune in to Radio Cairo on the first Thursday of each month to hear Oum Koulsoum’s new
song.”
He doesn’t like Oum Koulsoum. He has never responded to this ancient, robust woman in black-framed
glasses with a kerchief in her hand. On the stage at Gondole, four guys in bow ties are cautiously launching into a
melody. It must be one by the musical goddess. The French cultural minister, Jack Lang, in talking about her, had
said: “Her voice is a thousand years old or more.” He has never liked Jack Lang. But he does like his wife.
“People would smoke hashish, everyone got high—an idle lot. But the only time there was such a thing as an
“Arab Nation” was when a new song by Oum Koulsoum played on the first Thursday of every month.
He looks at the four mustachioed guys in the band and tries to envision Oum Koulsoum, the mythical lover of
Gamal Abdel Nasser.\fn{Egyptian statesman (1918-1970) and President of Egypt (1956-1970), perhaps the most famous Arab leader
of his day.} Hero of Suez Canal, a thousand-year-old voice, a unified Arab Nation from Riyadh to Tunis, from
Baghdad to Tripoli. First Thursday of every month they all fidget with the dial to catch Radio Cairo. Yes, an idle
lot—what’s so terrifying about them? When Oum Koulsoum went to Libya to perform, young soldiers loyal to
Ghaddafi\fn{Muammar al-Qaddafi (1942- ), President of Libya, who in 1969 overthrew King Idris I and has been in control of his
country ever since.} and Jalloud had to postpone the coup against King Idris to go hear her sing.
He is no fan of Ghaddafi.
“I went to Damas as a little kid. At the border, there was a large gate with the sign
ONE ARAB NATION FOREVER
“I asked my father, ‘What do they mean by that?’ But he said to ignore it: ‘It means nothing.’ To me, ‘One
Arab Nation’ existed because of Oum Koulsoum, Abdel Wahab and Abdel Halim Hafez.”
When Abdel Halim Hafez died in middle age, many people committed suicide to be wIth him. One Arab
Nation. He finishes his share of the Mateus and stares at the band with a slight buzz. To him, the pre-war era was
before Zouheir Mohsen’s death. It has nothing to do with the Egyptian Elvis Presley, Abdel Halim Hafez.
“$15 minimum after 10 o’clock,” the little sign on the table remjnds him.
It’s worth it.
The news hit the city at night. The next day, he got his first look at the man’s face. Photographs of Zouheir
Mohsen at sixteen, Zouheir Mohsen with wife and children, Zouheir Mohsen with Palestinian, Lebanese and Arab
leaders. Zouheir Mohsen surrounded by his armed troops. Zouheir Mohsen and Zouheir Mohsen, in French and
Arabic newspapers, on wall posters and handout flyers. The name came in short bursts, snatched from harried
street comer conversations. Zouheir Mohsen.
“What’s happening,” He asked.
“Zouheir Mohsen was just killed.” His wife translated perfunctorily, with a worried look on her face. People
scattered; at beachside cafés, patrons got up to leave; a few took out their pocket radios. Crowds gathered,
dispersed. He tailed his wife, who wasn’t his wife yet, only a girl who took him to Rauche to eat roasted corn. In
the temporarily peaceful city, Zouheir Mohsen had just been killed.
“Who’s Zouheir Mohsen?”
“Leader of Saika. The bastard!” His wife was angry. Saika was a military organization of the PLO,\fn{ Palistinian Liberation Organization.} but controled by Syria. Since the occupation of Lebanon by Syrian troops, Saika had
become the most powerful fighting force.
“Who killed him?” he also wanted to know.
His question had no answer. In that place, there could be no definite culprit. The enemy—Israel, factions
within the PLO, subordinates within Saika or Big Brother Syria are all possibilities. Not to mention those with
personal motives: a rival in love; an impatient lender; a debtor with no place to hide; a wife or a mistress. Or
maybe those with no motives, who didn’t like how he looked. Later, it was revealed that Zouheir Mohsen was
discreetly vacationing with his mistress in France, at Cote d’Azur. Coming home from gambling, he was shot four
times by a stranger with a Banco submachine gun. Couldn’t be saved at the hospital. The old vice of gambling.
Saika leader hit the jackpot with Czech-made Skorpion bullets, near Scott Fitzgerald’s old hotel perhaps.\fn{ F.
Scott Fitzgerald (1896-1940), American author; he and his crazy wife, Zelda, made their home on the French Revierra from 1924-1931 .}
The Great Zouheir and Eden Roc—very poetic. He snorted once then rolled his eyes, fat oozing from the bullet
holes on his bloated torso; his temporary Zelda was wailing like an Arab widow; the French doctor folded the
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stethoscope and shook his head. As to who the assassin was, even Hercule Poirot\fn{ The famous fictional Belgian
detective created by Dame Agatha Christia (1891-1976), an English novelist and a prolific writer of mystery stories .} would just have
to stroke his beard and smile.
His wife didn't need to know who killed him. She only knew there was trouble ahead. She discussed the
situation curtly with passersby, pondered, then decided:
“We can’t go home by car. Let’s walk.”
He felt superfluous, like a child, clueless about events. At that moment, it wouldn’t do to ask dumb questions
such as, “Is it far to walk?” His wife wore faded jeans, a gold-threaded shirt and sandals. Her hair was tucked
behind her ears, bound with a brass-inlaid comb. Lugging a large rattan bag, she held a pack of Marlboros and a
Bic lighter impatiently in her hands, as the sun set on Ramlet Al Baida. With the shimmering sea on one side, they
walked toward town. He shuffled behind her and observed her lithe ass. Since it was not yet dark, he could make
out the brand on her jeans, “UFO.” By car or walking, wherever she went, his lot was to follow.
As they threaded through an alley, gunfire erupted. From in front or behind, near or far, all over the city the
guns called to each other. He listened attentively to sharp bursts doors away and to thin echoes from the suburbs.
Sometimes the sounds were urgent and climactic; at other times they were mournful, scattered notes, a Beirut
blues. He was a confused dancer, stuck on the dance floor without knowing the tune. His wife led hesitantly, out
of sync with the beat. They rushed across boulevards and inched along the walls of apartment buildings. The
popping sounds were toy-like—shots fired in panic, to intimidate not to kill. Absent were the hums of grenade
launchers or the vibrations underfoot of artillery. Machine guns crackled sporadically. Those with machine guns
handy swept bullets across the sky or down the block, for the hell of it. Those with only an AK also joined in.
Your turn, then mine. The occasion was the assassination of Zouheir Mohsen.
Understanding nothing, he followed wherever she led. On wide sidewalks crisscrossing the city, they staggered
to the deadly syncopation. Two quick steps, then one slow step. It was fun following her; maybe one day I’ll dare
to make her my wife, he thought, while observing her measured steps ahead of him.
Turn left, then hang right. Although the street-level shops had their metal screens down, many lights were still
on. Children peered from behind doors. Here and there, old men sat on stools in front of their houses. Young men
gathered in groups of three, of five. Older people hurried along, as if late for dinner. It would have been a peaceful
neighborhood if not for the sound of gunfire, the wrong soundtrack for the scene. Suddenly, at a large intersection,
they ran into the musicians.
He was like a child discovering the basement door. In the middle of the unlit street were burning tires and oil
drums, set as barricades. His wife stopped abruptly and entered the gate of an apartment complex. On the stoop, a
guy in khaki pants and T-shirt sat with his hands on his knees. Behind him, in the shadow, came sounds of
footsteps and excited conversations. He surveyed the dim figures walking around, weapons clanging by their
sides. His wife traded words with someone. The guy on the stoop stood up, put his hands in his pocket and turned
around to reveal a Soviet-made hand grenade strapped to his pants.
“Can’t go home this way,” his wife said.
“Who are these guys?” he asked.
“Lebanese. They’re blocking the road. The Palestinians are leaving their camp tonight.”
A figure appeared in the middle of the road, lit by the flickering light of the burning tires. A Heckler & Koch
submachine gun, held in one hand, spat out a few compact bursts. His startled wife turned around. He saw no one
shooting back. Since the Palestinians had a pretext to leave the camp armed, local bosses had to drag out their
underlings to stake claims to their territories. Skirmishes were not likely to happen; the shooting was meant only
to establish realms of control—in the same way dogs would piss on a lamp post. Although the ragged band came
up with no tunes, it made enough of a racket to declare its presence, enough to create suspense as spent shells
plopped on asphalt.
His wife grabbed his hand suddenly.
“We have to go around the other way.” Her hand was clammy with sweat. He didn’t pull his back or say
anything.
“Watch out or you’ll get shot,” she tugged his hand.
“They’re not shooting at me.”
“Watch out for stray bullets,” she raised her voice. He let her hold his hand, pulling him along, and said
nothing. Zouheir Mohsen had just been killed; war had begun. For him, the war began that night, at that hour, as
she pulled his hand. Crisscrossing bullets on the street provided the mood music. Shoot some more! He wanted
the way home barricaded by either the Syrian National Socialist Party or the Organization of Lebanese
Communists. Only small arms were involved at that point. Later, should artillery be fired—who knows—she
might even hug him.
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*
He reaches out to his wife, who is sprawled at the other end of the U-shaped couch. To eat lying down, Roman
style, is pretty enjoyable although no one would do it while hugging. At the next table, the two sisters have
company: a middle-aged man, probably the older one’s boyfriend. The younger one is there for propriety. While
the petite women sucked on their soft drinks, the man whispered solemnly, perhaps about the number of rooms in
his newly bought house. The restaurant is filled with Arabs, dressed elegantly for their Friday night. After fourteen
years of bloodshed, those who have wandered to Orange County, on the other side of the globe, have come here to
rediscover that pre-war atmosphere—when the sign ONE ARAB NATION FOREVER at the border of Lebanon and Syria
could confuse a child; before Zouheir Mohsen was assassinated; when a bus filled with Palestinian refugees could
pass safely through Ain el Remaneh; and, even before that, when the Jordanian flag fluttered over Old Jerusalem.
Outside the restaurant, it is as dark as if the power has been cut. It’s rural here, lest anyone should forget that
Orange County is still hick country. He finds his way to the car, quietly surprised that the two of them had
managed to finish the bottle. Another cup and he would have been drunk. He is still in a merry mood, not tired,
his stomach not tied into knots, his temples not aching.
He praises himself for his moderation. From inside the restaurant, the music wafts out. Abdel Halim Hafez,
with a haircut like the Vietnamese pop singer Che Linh and a boxer’s nose, striking a haughty, artistic pose on a
fuzzy, cheaply printed cassette cover. He remembers one night in Beirut, after two glasses of arak, he went out to
his car singing an old French song to himself. Inside the empty restaurant, the polite waiter had praised him for
his singing voice. Encouraged, he couldn’t stop. It was probably the only time he had received such a compliment.
The Lebanese are a kind-hearted and generous people.
“What song was he singing?” he asks his wife.
“That was the first time I heard it. It’s not a familiar song.”
“You don’t know who it was?”
“No,” his wife smiles, “the lyrics were ‘Back home, even fire is heavenly …’”
“How can fire be heavenly?”
“Flame is hell—‘Oh, my homeland, even your hell is heavenly.’”
“Oh.”
“You get nostalgic about home?” he asks.
His wife is still smiling: “It’s okay to be nostalgic every once in a while. The Arabs are like children; always
thinking they were the best. They’d get together to hear Oum Koulsoum sing and the entire day would be gone.
Now they’re on the bottom and they can’t understand why, so they cry and tear their hair out. Still, it’s okay to be
nostalgic every once in a while.”
It’s like drinking wine, a little bit for fun, but not too much to give you a headache. His wife is very tolerant
tonight. The past, what’s behind, The Long Goodbye, memories. Lyrics to an old song, “It’s nothing. Time passes.
You know. It doesn’t matter …”
It doesn’t matter, although he does not sing it. His wife can only be so tolerant. She’s not a waiter at a
restaurant on Pigeon Beach in Beirut who could put up with his singing voice. Enough of soaking in that pre-war
atmosphere. Let’s not abuse it. Think about the past enough to amuse yourself, but don’t retch over it. Home or
exile, that sour vomit smell can’t be made fragrant with mood music. He says vaguely to his wife:
“Where can you get a gimlet around here at this hour?”
24.131 The Sound Of Harness Bells\fn{by Nguyen Quang Lap (1956-

)}

Quang Binh Province, Vietnam (M) 3

Over half a human lifetime had passed by the time the couple met again. Their story was not an uncommon
one. Even as a twenty-one gun salute ushered in the day of complete victory, thousands of husbands and wives,
separated for decades, were searching for each other. Husbands in the North, wives in the South, husbands in the
jungle highlands, wives in the coastal lowlands, husbands severed from their wives by the iron bars of the prisons
built by the Americans and their puppets, all sought each other and reunited with embraces and tears of joy. These
were the lucky ones. Another army of husbands and wives, though only separated by a single meter of earth,
remained deaf to each other’s cries.
He searched for her in Nha Trang to no avail. He searched for her in Phan Thiet, but still there was no trace.
Then, after ten frantic, exhausting days in Da Nang, he spotted her at the living quarters of the Minh Hieu Military
Management Committee. She was standing in the courtyard, coddling a two year old child. He stopped abruptly at
the gate, his chest beating as if struck by a firing pin. The day he’d left her, they’d been childless.
He approached her slowly, deliberately. “March forward, fear nothing,” had been the slogan he’d lived by
throughout his thirty-six years in uniform. She didn’t recognize him.
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Maybe he has a proposal for the Military Management Committee, she thought. Or a contract, or a complaint,
or some kind of lawsuit.
He was struck by her stubborn youthfulness and the paleness of her skin.
“Lanh!” He called out.
Her eyes widened. Confusedly, she set the child—not her own—on the ground, straightened her hair and stared
up at him. He bent down to fix the strap on his sandal.
What a klutz! he thought to himself. Why am I being so awkward? He stared back at her.
“Oh my God!” she cried. She covered her face and began to sob. He opened his arms, leapt forward and
grabbed her tightly. Caught unaware, she pushed him away. He looked startled.
“Is it really you?” she said, looking up. “Is it really my husband?” Twenty-one years alone had hardened her.
Her passions had sedimented into something fixed and inflexible. But his abrupt appearance jarred something
loose.
She flung herself on his chest and sobbed.
“Oh my darling, why so long?” On the day they said good-bye, he had promised that he would return to her
within two years.
He took her to the Division’s Domestic Living Quarters. As they heard the joyous news, scores of cadres and
soldiers came to offer congratulations. Division Commander Hung, his comrade in arms for over ten years, visited
every day for over a week. He couldn’t conceal the inordinate warmth he felt towards the recently reunited
couple.
“Answer me truthfully,” he said to the husband during one private visit. “I know Lanh’s forty-six. Can she still
have children?”
The husband smiled. “It’s strange, but we’re sure she can.”
The Division Commander placed his hands firmly on the husband’s shoulders and shook him gently.
“That’s great—really great.”
She had remained fertile, but her sixteen years in the jungle had left her stricken with chronic malaria. Her skin
was unnaturally pale; her hair had thinned and faded to a sickly yellow. Night after night, he held her in his arms.
She listened to his beating heart and wondered if it was still strong. He had aged as well; he was already fiftyseven. Every night she noticed the sweat dripping from his tired, liver-spotted face. In his embrace she felt the
dryness of his skin and noticed the layers of deadened cells accumulating daily on his back.
If there’s no baby by next year, then it’s over, she thought to herself. Few women gave birth after fifty.
Six months passed without a sign. Chi watched her toss and turn at night. She was thin as a piece of paper. One
day, after complaining of dizziness and nausea, she vomited. He was both worried and hopeful.
“It’s not that,” she told him. “In the jungle I was hit by chemical poison six times. Since then I often get these
symptoms.” A lump formed in his throat.\fn{Units of the American Air Force often sprayed defoliants on the jungle—one of them
was called Agent Orange—in an attempt to destroy the ground cover that provided concealment for the People’s Liberation Army and their
supply traoms in their ceaseless travel to and from North Vietnam .}

Division Commander Hung continued to visit the couple regularly. Often, he’d speak of a therapeutic program
of Chinese medicine known by its advertising program “Maintain Your Youth, Slow Down Old Age.” He took it
upon himself to drive to Institute 17 and request Doctor-Lieutenant Colonel Le Giau to conduct a prenatal
examination. Dr. Giau, a comrade from the anti-French resistance and a highly respected obstetrician, was gentle
and compassionate. After listening to the Division Commander recount the couple’s story, he cheerfully agreed to
devote his special attention to the case. He carefully enumerated the medicines currently available in the city,
medicines which could possibly improve the wife’s condition. With Dr. Giau’s prescription and letter of
introduction in hand, the husband tracked down each and every medicine listed on the prescription, even the rarest
and most precious.
But night after night in his arms, she began to lose hope that their dream would be realized. Often she would
pinch his nose to rouse him from sleep. She would have never made such demands on him if he had already given
her a child. Just one child. A child which would wipe away the painful memories of their long separation. She lay
awake at night haunted by thoughts of the jungle.
Once, while she was working as a cook at a jungle military camp, she had heard a rumor that a man named Chi
whose description could fit her husband’s had stopped at a neighboring camp. She packed some food and headed
off through the jungle. But after two exhausting days of solitary travel, she arrived only to find that this Chi was
not her husband. She fainted into his arms. Like her Chi, this Chi was also far from his wife. He spoke to her
softly. “It’ll be okay. Try to take it easy. You pretend that you really met him and likewise, I’ll try to pretend that I
met my wife. It’ll be all right. In wartime some illusions are necessary.”
She’d tried to internalize that illusion during the thirty-nine kilometer trip back. But the jungle had been
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recently sprayed with chemical poison and leaves were falling down. Finally she started to sprint, desperately,
until she fell exhausted alongside a quiet stream. When she awoke, she saw the eyes of her commander staring
down at her.
“Did you meet him?” he asked.
Tears came to her eyes. She gently nodded her head.
“Yes, I did.”
That was eleven years ago. Perhaps her current inability to have children was somehow linked to her exposure
to the American poison. The idea suddenly consumed her. She sat up, bathed in sweat.
One night she sensed within her husband a renewed vigor. Afterwards, when she gazed upon him and saw the
same old, sweaty face, tears came to her eyes and a chill ran through her body. A cool feeling washed over her,
stretching from her toes to her lips. She pulled him to her, kissed him passionately and bust into tears. Ignoring his
astonishment, she tucked her head into his armpit and smiled contentedly.
During the following weeks, she observed the telltale signs but dared not inform him immediately. She wanted
to wait until no doubt remained. After a month she noticed her nipples turning a dark color. She watched with
satisfaction as her breasts became swollen. She grew feverish and suffered vomiting spells. Her husband took a
day off to care for her. Her pain and exhaustion confirmed to her that she was with child. When she was feeling a
little better, she approached him and whispered haltingly: “I’m pregnant.”
“Is it true?” he cried out. “Let me see!”
He hugged her tightly.
“What are you looking at?” She blushed and pushed him aside. Sitting awkwardly beside her, he held her
shoulders and rocked her gently.
“Is it true?”
She didn’t answer, just quietly kissed his cheek. That night he didn’t sleep. Ignoring her urging to get some
rest, he sat up and smoked until morning.
He waited until the end of the weekly briefing to break the news of his wife’s pregnancy to the Division
Commander.
Hung leaned back in his chair. “Really? Are you sure? Have you checked?”
“How can I check? I only know what my wife tells me. But she seems certain. It’s been a month and five days
already …”
Commander Hung pulled his collar away from his neck, the way he did whenever he felt moved.
“Good! Really great!”
He turned to the officers leaving the briefing.
“Breaking news, comrades: Colonel Chi is going to have a child!”
The room erupted with cheers, handshakes and laughter. Chi smiled, tears welling in his eyes.
Immediately the Domestic Living Quarters buzzed with the news. Military wives came in droves to
congratulate the expectant mother. She listened quietly as all the current mothers dispensed advice. They told her
the various activities she should avoid to protect the unborn child: what to eat and how she should walk and sleep.
As she listened, she tried to imagine how her child would look. She envisioned him cute and plump, tottering next
to the bed, crying out to his father, “Pa! Pa!” Then he would wave his little hands and motion for his father to hug
him. The voices around her grew dim and distant, mingling dreamily with her thoughts like a soft melody.
One night she woke around midnight to see her husband rummaging through his suitcase. She wondered what
he could be searching for at this hour of the night. He looked up at her, meeting her eyes.
“Here it is,” he said cheerfully.
In his hands he clutched a picture of himself as a boy.
“Our son will look like this, like me.”
She smiled at him.
“How do you know it will be a boy. Maybe it’ll be a girl.”
Her response startled him, but he quickly regained his composure. “Of course, you’re right;” he smiled back at
her. “But it’ll still look like me.”
As the months passed, she grew weaker. Walking became difficult and her already pale skin became paler and
more sickly. Her husband tried to improve her diet and Commander Hung offered a medicinal concoction
composed of honey, wine and egg yolks. Dr. Giau bicycled to their house regularly to monitor her condition. Then
suddenly, during what should have been the happiest period of her life, her condition took a turn for the worse.
The Division Commander stayed up all night with her husband as he waited outside the emergency room.
Due to the seriousness of her condition and his own emotional involvement, Dr. Giau insisted on supervising
Lahn’s treatment himself. While tending to complications linked to her age and extended periods of malnutrition,
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he felt her wish for a child had put him into an additional and more serious dilemma. His patient had been
practically saturated with Agent Orange; every chemical analysis he ran told him that. Without informing the
couple, he prescribed medication thought to counteract the deadly effects of dioxin. He was confident in his skills
and he never allowed himself to lose hope that she would recover.
Finally she began to show signs of improvement. Although weak and frightfully pallid, she was eventually
well enough to return home from the hospital. Still, as her due date approached, she was barely able to walk and
her husband had to stay with her constantly, acting literally as her crutch. Despite feeling a chronic, debilitating
weakness, she kept her spirits up by recalling how lucky she was to be pregnant at such an advanced age and in
spite of all her past difficulties.
At night, her husband pulled her shirt up and listened attentively and patiently to the sound of his child. Then
he would lie back down and look at the harness bells hanging from the ceiling. He’d carried these bells with him
into battle for over fourteen years. They had been given to him by a fellow soldier, just before he died.
“Shake them whenever we have a victory,” the soldier had said. “Then I’ll hear them too and be happy.”
He’d never forgotten those words. The harness bells had been carved from a goat’s horn and their sound
reminded him of a child’s laugh. After the war and the final victory, he had hung them from his ceiling. He
thought of how in the future, when his son (he still imagined the child would be a boy) turned one year old, he
would give him the harness bells as a gift. It would then be his son’s duty to keep the harness bells the rest of his
life. He would instruct the boy that after his mother and father had passed away, he was to shake the bells
whenever he met with good fortune. Then they too would be able to hear the bells and share in his joy.
He again tucked up his wife’s shirt to listen to the sounds of his child.
“Stop it, please,” his wife said. “You’re just disturbing him.”
“Shh!” he said gently. “Let’s hear if he thinks I’m disturbing him or not.”
She burst out laughing.
“Well, does he have any opinion?” she asked, feigning curiosity.
“He seems to agree with me,” he responded in a deadpan voice. “But what’s that noise he’s making? Te-e, te-e
—it sounds like he’s playing the trumpet.”
She slapped his shoulder. “Cut it out. You’re a foolish old man.”
He laughed. “Tomorrow I’m going to give him the harness bells. Then he won’t have to play the trumpet. It’s
too tiring for him.”
He hugged her and kissed her on the cheek. “When he’s sixteen, this foolish old man will arrange a wife for
him.”
“Why are you so sure it’s a son?”
“It’s definitely a son. I already had a dream about introducing him to his father-in-law.”
Several days later she went into labor. Her husband brought her to the hospital and two nurses helped her to the
maternity ward. Dr. Giau was waiting at the door. He knew that hers would be a difficult delivery, perhaps
requiring special measures. Outside the door to the ward, Chi, Commander Hung and about sixty officers looked
in at her excitedly. Dr. Giau told them to sit tight and not worry too much. Then he closed the door.
One hour passed; then two hours, then three. The husband nursed a cup of water as Commander Hung pulled at
his collar. Several of the soldiers put their ears to the door, listening for the sound of a child crying. Four hours
passed, then five. Finally a nurse opened the door and stepped out.
“How is it?” one soldier asked.
“Sister Lanh has given birth,” the nurse said. “It’s a boy.” She tried to smile, but her voice trembled and
cracked.
“Hooray!”
Everybody jumped up. The Division Commander hugged the husband and rocked him back and forth.
Deliriously happy, Chi spun in a circle. Suddenly he remembered the harness bells in the maternity room, Dr.
Giau informed her it was a boy and she smiled faintly. The baby was brought to the postnatal recovery room
where an old nurse was bathing it in “endothermic water.”
Dr. Giau leaned against the medicine cabinet gasping for breath. His worst fear, a fear he had tried for months
to suppress, had finally come to pass. The child was horribly deformed—its left leg stiffly twisted to its buttocks,
its face distorted, with the left eyelid so big it covered one cheek and the lower lip drooping grotesquely below the
chin. He knew that God was not so cruel as to create something like this. Only a high concentration of Agent
Orange poison within that poor woman’s body could have caused such disfigurement.
A feeling of intense hatred for the creature welled up in Dr. Giau. He labored in vain to catch his breath.
“Water! Give me some water!” he cried
An orderly entered the room with a cup of water. As she passed in view of the baby, she abruptly stopped and
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involuntarily jerked back, letting out a small cry … ooang! The cup of water crashed to the floor and shattered.
She sat down and looked sadly at Dr. Giau. But he was gazing off into space.
He sighed and went silently over to the window. He tugged it open and stared out into the courtyard where the
soldiers had surrounded the new father. He watched him holding aloft the harness bells, shaking them and chatting
cheerfully:
“I’ll find a wife for him when he turns sixteen,” the father was saying.
The harness bells rang like a laughing child.
59.58 Scent Of The Tiger\fn{by Quy Teh (1956-

)}

Nha Trang, Khanh Hoa Province, Vietnam (M) 2

“Darling!”
I pretended to be asleep. I still wasn’t speaking to her, and I refused to acknowledge her return, as usual, at
midnight I listened to her undressing, slowly removing her gold-threaded costume, hanging it on the hook by the
door. I followed the sound of her footsteps into the bathroom. I heard light torrents of water splashing to the floor.
Moments later, the creak of the bathroom door being gently pushed forward, I could feel her slide into bed next to
me, softly pressing her body against mine. I sensed her completely, but was determined to remain aloof. We’d
been fighting for over a week already:
“Why are you going to sleep so early?” she asked, moving her fingers lightly over my shoulders. I could feel
her breath near my ear. “I have a surprise for you today,” she whispered, wrapping her arms tightly around me.
Her body was wet and cool, while a very strange scent stirred me. It was the scent of rose perfume, a kind she
had never used before. She felt so gentle, so soft in my arms, and especially alluring under the scent of roses. All
of my senses were awakened by this scent, and in an odd way, I felt like I was with a new woman. And it seemed
she also felt that way: Her gestures let me sense her happiness.. Any resistance or anger I’d harbored melted away,
effortlessly.
Our making up was that simple. While she was reasonable, never failing to make the first step, I always remained stubborn. Our silence toward each other had lasted the entire week, yet it had all started for a very simple
reason.
I had demanded she quit her job and she refused.
While I was a math professor at a well-known university, she, on the other hand, was a performer, a “tiger
tamer” no less. In terms of fame, she was much more renowned than I, and her income was twice that of mine as
well. Still, I could never get used to her “profession.” It was too unconventional for me.
“I love tigers,” she said. “They love me and I love my profession. What would I do if I quit this job? Be a secretary or a salesperson? It’s not easy to find a new job. Moreover, finding an animal tamer like me is much more
difficult than finding a secretary: besides, I love the circus. Not only am I accustomed to it, but it’s also a part of
me.”
Despite her words, I couldn’t help but feel her job was very bizarre.
In fact, our entire marriage was bizarre. We had completely different professions and personalities. Before our
wedding, people predicted we wouldn’t last. But at that time we both ignored all the advice. I even found interesting her thoughts that our children would be as fearless as a tiger and as intelligent as I.
Our first meeting was, in a way, by chance. I was at the end-of-the-year awards ceremony at school, on the
verge of drunkenness from several cups of booze my students had plied me with, when one student suggested we
all go to the circus. Everyone agreed. The last time I had gone to the circus, I was nine. Since then, I had paid no
attention to such kinds of entertainment.
When we arrived, the audience was applauding cheerfully, throwing flowers to a woman in a sparkling gold
costume. Dazzling light from above illuminated her bright smile. At her feet lay three big tigers. I had never seen
such an impressive spectacle: three Kings of the Jungle were submitting to this small woman! In a whirl of
excitement, one of my students suddenly placed a bunch of red carnations in my arms.
“Go over and offer these to the beautiful woman, Professor!” he said, pushing me toward her.
Like a machine I found myself holding flowers up to a woman onstage for the first time in my life, and most of
all, to a tiger-tamer. Looking up at her through my coke-bottle glasses, my face must have looked silly and out of
place under the exciting Big Top.
“Perhaps this is your first time at our performance?” she asked me, smiling.
At a close distance, I realized she was very beautiful. Her face was graceful, her hair like burnished silk. I
found it strange that her face was so bright and yet she wore no makeup. Maybe her beauty was a reflection from
the glorious light of her success. In my profession, the world of academia, moments of such admiration by so
many people are truly beyond hope. I said to her words that I had never said to any woman before:
312

“I deeply admire your talent. After the performance, if you would agree, we could meet at ——.”
“Delighted,” she replied in a deep, low voice.
Later we met each other often. We enjoyed each other’s company, perhaps due to the unusual qualities of our
relationship. According to her, ours was a unique combination of might and intellect. We finally decided to get
married.
Our wedding was remarkable. My friends were all intellectuals, not prone to cracking jokes or smiling excessively. Her friends, on the other hand, were quite the opposite. They drank liquor, laughed loudly, and danced
wildly.
I became fond of circus life that very day. First, the juggler grabbed four chopsiticks and performed right at the
party. Then the magician covered his soup bowl with a napkin, crying out: “Disappear!” Nothing actually happened, but he did provoke a burst of cheerful laughter. The clowns joked non-stop. Gradually the professors
abandoned their serious looks and joined in the fun. In a moment of inspiration, one professor stood up and began
to sing The Beauty and the Beast—just perhaps insinuating that I was the monster? Next to my beautiful wife, I
was, I admit, homely:
“On your wedding night, Professor, watch out for the tiger’s claw!” one acrobat warned loudly:
“Bride, remember to take the tiger-whip into the bedroom with you tonight. If it acts out of line, lash it!” the
horse rider yelled.
When night finally arrived, I was neither clawed nor lashed by any whip. The taller and braver she looked in
the circus ring, the smaller and softer she felt in my arms. Before the wedding. I had never imagined she would be
so gentle.
“An animal tamer must love and treat her subjects gently,” she said that night. I was, perhaps, also an animal
whom she loved and pampered.
The one thing that remained forever with me from that night was a strong gamey scent emanating from her
body, especially from her hair. Later, I found out this was the smell of the tiger, an unforgettable scent.
After our honeymoon, years and years passed on; life was rather happy: we had very little time for one another.
During the winter, she traveled with the circus. I also had engagements here and there, taking part in con-ferences,
sometimes even going abroad. Because of our conflicting schedules, we valued the time when we were together.
Usually, I had nothing interesting to share about my work. She, however, never failed to. come up with some
funny story:
One day, for instance, she told about Toto the Bear, who refused to go out into the ring. After much effort and
confusion, the teason for Toto’s stubbornness turned out to be very simple: it was Toto’s day to begin winter hibernation. And then there was Dac Lac, a female tiger who was at least six feet long. Dac Lac was, according to
my wife, the most charming animal, and she had just given birth to her first litter. There was also the touching
story of an unfortunate goose that was stepped on by a horse during a performance. Before it died, the goose
spread open its wings to embrace its trainer, whose tears were streaming down her face. She even swore that she
would never tame another goose again.
I’m not sure whether my wife’s coworkers teased her for marrying a professor. But as for me, my colleagues
never stopped ribbing me. One young, beautiful, unmarried secretary at my college asked me if my wife forced
me to jump through a ring of fire. Another woman, even more aggressive, asked me in a snappish tone if my
female tiger clawed and howled in our bed at night. When we went out for walks, we often encountered people
looking at us with curious eyes. I was annoyed by that, and after a while I stopped going out with her.
In general, my wife was very accepting of her unusual job and was never bothered by what others might think.
On only one occasion did she seem to care. That was at the birthday party of one of my friends. The host’s dog
was friendly to everybody but her. It barked fiercely at her and even attempted to bite her. All the other ladies exchanged glances as if to say, “Look, they’re fighting!” My wife felt uncomfortable and urged that we leave early.
“Do you also mind my scent, my tiger smell?” she asked when we got home. It was the first time she had mentioned that gamey smell by name.
Trying to reassure my wife, I gave her a soothing, although insincere answer,
“No, definitely not. I love you and I also love your tiger smell.”
“You lie, darling,” she said, smiling. “I know you don’t like it. Last month, you used our small bed as an
excuse for us to sleep separately. Every woman should be sweet-smelling, but I, unfortunately, cannot.”
“Why?” I quietly asked.
“Animals, especially tigers, recognize things through their noses, not their eyes,” she sighed. “A strange smell
means an enemy!”
She dropped her eyes from mine and proceeded to speak in a low, sorrowful voice, “I know you’re annoyed
because I brought this animal smell into our bedroom.”
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And then, the night after we made up, she had an accident.
When I arrived at the hospital, she had already died. Holding her small body in my arms, I cried in desperate
pain. From her burnished and silky, dark hair, the scent of roses she wore the night before streamed into my nose.
Under the bright lights of the hospital and in her circus costume full of blood, her face looked serene and tranquil,
as if in a dream. I broke down. I had never wept as I did that day.
“Why did you still do it when you knew what would happen more than anyone else? Is it because of my
selfishness?” I almost screamed out, wishing to go to hell and be punished.
The next day, the circus master told me the whole story; He spoke mechanically, yet choked with emotion.
“Dac Lac had been sick for several days and became violent. Maybe because her husband had been moved to
another female tiger’s cage. I had a premonition of impending doom, so I asked your wife to drop out of the tiger
performance. But she was firm.
“‘No, definitely not. A tiger tamer cannot be a coward!’ she said.
“Then she proudly entered the ring, to a round of applause. There tigers submitted completely to her whip.
When it came time for Dac Lac to jump through the ring of fire, your wife stood in front of the tiger and snapped
the whip in the air. Dac Lac jumped onto the high chair. Your wife then moved forward and raised the ring of fire.
Suddenly I saw the animal crouching, staring at her in a strange way. I put my hand on the pistol under my shirt
and flicked open the leather strap. Your wife sensed what would happen. She moved quickly, yet remained calm.
She knew Dac Lac was about to attack her and that I would try to shoot the animal.
“‘Don’t shoot!’ she screamed.
“It was right then that Dac Lac fell on her like a huge rock. She collapsed. The cruel animal turned back. I fired
and then rushed over to her. The white costume, glistening with gold thread, was now full of blood. The whole
circus seemed frozen in terror. She then spoke her last words.
“‘Did Dac Lac die?’ she asked in a weak voice. Seeing me nod, she closed her eyes sadly.
“‘Poor tiger, she still had four little cubs. It wasn’t her fault. It was mine,’ your wife lamented.
“After that horrible minute, the band tried to playa broken military tune. We had to continue with the show,
following circus tradition. But no one wanted to watch, no one wanted to perform anymore. The band finally
stopped playing. The whole circus was silent as if in a tomb. Everybody waited for the news from the hospital. An
hour later, hearing that your wife had died, I had to drag myself out into the ring to give the news. The audience
refused to leave. So many flowers were placed at the spot where she had fallen. And the clowns lurched out, their
eyes red with tears …”
24.141 Fragment Of A Man\fn{by Ho Anh Thai (1960- )} Nghe Tinh, nr. Hanoi, Hanoi Capital Region, Vietnam
(M) 11
I heard that my mother was the most beautiful girl in the village of Yen. Every time she combed her hair, she
stood on a chair and the ends of her hair would still touch the floor. Everywhere she went, the scent of grapefruit
and lemon lingered discreetly in the air.
Near the village there was a military airstrip, and because it was a target for destruction by the American
planes, the village of Yen was also in danger of being obliterated at any time. All the villagers understood this, but
many still hesitated to evacuate the place. The responsibility of persuading them to go fell on the village beauty—
Miss Tinh—the vice-chairperson of the village and commander of the militia’s short-range artillery squad. In
order to increase the force of their argument, the village leaders decided to send Miss Tinh to contact the air force
unit and invite a youth representative to come speak about the latest news and persuade the villagers to leave.
When Tinh arrived, she saw three or four young pilots surround a young man and drag him by the collar to the
mess hall bulletin board so that he could see clearly whether that day the mess hall would serve thit trau (water
buffalo meat) or thit chau (the meat of a young man named Chau). When Tinh raised her voice to inquire, they all
walked away, leaving behind the young man, whose hair and clothes were now a mess from the scuflle. He
rearranged his uniform, then said shyly, “I am Chau.”
They got to know each other very quickly, communicating easily because Chau was only 25, five years
younger than Tinh. Getting permission from his commanding officer, Chau accompanied Tinh back to the village.
The road ran for more than three kilometres across an empty plain and was dotted by A-shaped .tunnels and
manholes.
Suddenly, a cluster of American planes swooped down, diving and climbing and bombing for half an hour.
Chau and Tinh jumped into an A-shaped tunnel and held each other tightly throughout the convulsions of the
tunnel and the earth. Tinh’s heavy bun fell out, covering everything with a cascade of hair. Suddenly, they didn’t
hear the bombs anymore, but only the soft sounds of the cascade, carrying with it the fragrance of the wild plants
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and flowers of the forest. The young man’s throat went dry and he felt that he was drowning in hair, like a person
who has never been at sea taking his first dive into the ocean.
The two had to do this several more times on the road that crossed the empty plain, taking refuge in the tunnel
of destiny, abandoning themselves in the Yen village beauty’s cascade of hair.
*
Ultimately, Tinh had to admit all this to the village leaders. They discussed ways to punish her. Tinh found
Chau just before takeoff.
“Big Sister Tinh, why are you so worried?” he asked.
When she was finished telling him, Chau smiled happily, sprinted into the hallway, grabbed a passing pilot,
and danced in a circle.
“I’m about to get married.”
“Marry who?”
“Big Sister Tinh. She’s over there.” He hadn’t had a chance to change the way he addressed her yet.
Tinh and Chau returned to meet the village leaders, announcing their decision to get married. However, even a
wedding couldn’t get her out of trouble. Discipline was discipline, and the code of conduct for a cadre did not
permit a girl to get pregnant before she was married. Suddenly, Tinh lost her political status: she was expelled
from the Party and removed from her position as vice-chairperson and commander of the squad.
She had to leave the village and Chau took her to Hanoi to live with his widowed mother. His mother looked
dazed, as if she’d just been robbed. During the meal, Tinh used her chopsticks to place a morsel of chicken into
her mother-in-law’s bowl. The mother-in-law returned it to the platter and spoke through her tears:
“I beg you to let my son go.”
The family had a cottage with a big garden in the suburbs, and so Chau had no choice but to take his pregnant
wife there. A few months later, a boy was born.
Still, the young mother was secretly tortured because in an instant she had lost everything; she’d been forced to
abandon her home and, like an uprooted tree, had no place to which she could cling. Unloved by her mother-inlaw, she still consoled herself that the most precious things in life for a woman were her husband and children,
and therefore she couldn’t regard herself as having lost everything. In the end, her husband and child were all my
mother had.
After 1973, because the pirates\fn{The Americans are meant.} would no longer be counterattacking from the air,
my mother thought that she could relax about my father, but then suddenly the news hit: the airplane carrying my
father and a few army officers was lost in the border region. They searched for a month without any results. But
one day when my mother had just lit three sticks of incense and put her hands together in front of the altar to my
father, a middle-aged neighbor woman stepped through the door:
“Stop. Snuff out the incense and stop praying. The airplane flew to Thailand. They’re having fun over there.
Get ready for him to send some packages home.”
This rumor spread everywhere and for months the relatives of the missing half-believed it and half-doubted. A
few dismantled their altars.
But my father never came back.
I became the only possession my mother had left.
*
Every time there was the sound of an airplane in the sky, my mother would shiver, not even daring to look up.
But I was different. To a small boy, that tiny speck in the blue sky embodied all my boundless desire. Whirring
like a plane, I would run after it with my face upturned until I tripped and fell, diving into a shrub in the garden.
My mother lifted me up.
“When people want to run far, they don’t look up at the sky. Instead, they look down at the ground, son.”
That was an instruction only suitable for great people in their youth. But I was an ordinary boy with what was
probably a very ordinary destiny. If from my childhood I only knew to look at the ground, then when I grew up
my soul would be like a balloon filled with helium but tied to the ground, able to do nothing except wait until I
exploded, never able to fly to the sky. It’s only now that I’m able to think like that. But at that time I was a very
obedient child, and therefore I listened to my mother, carefully watching my steps wherever I went. Also at that
time, I could perceive the pain that grass felt when our feet tread upon it, and would cry inconsolably if I
inadvertently stepped on a cricket in the road.
My mother didn’t want me to look at the sky and dream about flying things, repeating the unhappy destiny of
my father. She wanted to keep me by her side, not lose me for some lofty ideal or for some other person.
But an active boy cannot stay forever by his mother’s side within the family garden. Eventually, I crept into the
neighbors’ houses and into the house of a woman named Thach.
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“That’s a venomous snake,” one of the female neighbors said to my mother about Thach.
I remembered one time my mother sent me to buy some cold medicine. Thach was selling medicine in front of
a glass case that had a chart of poisons on it and a drawing of a snake dropping its poison into a glass. Probably
that was the reason that the woman called her a venomous snake.
One night we heard the sound of Thach’s voice wailing. The neighbors hurried over but her husband was dead
already. People said that it was a deadly cold. The neighbor lady whispered to my mother:
“That was no cold. He died when he was sleeping. In the old days, when a girl went to live at her husband’s
house she would carry with her a sharp hairpin, not just to keep her hair in place.”\fn{ A note reads: Refers to folklore
about a type of acupuncture performed on the husband’s spine to stimulate flagging virility .} In her opinion, Thach was a slut who
would be the death of any husband.
But with me Thach was exceedingly gentle. Twenty-nine years old, widowed while still childless, she left the
pharmacy to trade in ration coupons\fn{ In the same way, prior to its complete automation by electronic transfer, that the Federally
administrated Food Stamp Program was handled—which, because of the existence of manually traded food coupons of varying
denominations, was prey to many abuses and led to a flourishing black-market industry .} and after that became a traveling

merchant. Every time she came back from a trip, she would invite me into her house and let me eat until I’d
finished everything she’d saved especially for me. Sometimes there were plums, sometimes oranges from Vinh,
sometimes Gold Dragon green bean cake. In return, I read to her from various torn books saved from some
unknown time.
That year I turned sixteen, still so naïve that I wore shorts and sat with my legs spread wide apart when I read
to her from Two Graves on a Pine-Covered Hill. She leaned toward me, looked at my hairy legs, and said:
“You should choose your friends carefully.”
I stopped reading and looked at her, puzzled.
“Don’t make friends with boys who don’t have hairy legs.”
I was more puzzled.
“That type, every one of them are cowards.” She sighed, her eyes staring off into the distance. “With all due
respect to my husband, he was that type.”\fn{ This is apparently a speech designed to show that the boy’s father was himself a
half-caste—the child of a Vietnames mother and an American father. People of such mixed ancestry are treated ruthlessly within their
native societies. Abandoned males are very often castrated as children; and abandoned females reduced to prostitution in order to survive.
Notice also: the name of this boy is not yet known.}

At that moment, my mother ran in breathlessly and saw me sitting next to Thach in my revealingly loose
shorts.
“Bao, come home immediately.”
“Let me finish reading first, Mother.”
“No. No. Come home.” She grabbed the torn book, threw it at Thach and dragged me home. If she had not
come at that exact moment, my mother would have been cheated out of her last remaining possession.
Thach’s torn book became extremely boring. But I still slipped out without my mother’s knowledge,
sometimes going to her house to watch TV. Thach had just bought a black and white TV and the tears would
stream down her face whenever she watched a cai luong opera. Whenever she watched a concert and saw the face
of Thach Lan with its enormous mole or Le Duyen who tried so hard to charm people that her mouth became
permanently distorted, Thach would say:
“If I were rich I would smash this TV into pieces.”
I asked, “You aren’t rich?”
“How could I be rich? I’m more miserable than you could ever know.”
One time on the TV there was a play critical of illegal activities and one character loudly scolded, “You lousy
merchants …”
Thach went crazy:
“What? Lousy merchants? They should say Mr. Merchant, Ms. Merchant. Do they think being a merchant is so
easy?”
My mother put the money together to buy a TV that was used but still pretty good. I sensed that my mother
wanted to entice me to stay home and avoid that venomous snake. But not long after that, Thach brought home a
color TV with a remote control. When it reached that stage, my mother gave up, unable to compete any longer.
She had to resort to radical measures and flat out forbid me, giving the explanation:
“You have to study for your exam.”
*
I graduated high school but failed the university entrance exam and wanted to go work. An acquaintance tried
to get me a job in a textile factory. The factory accepted me, but on one condition: I had to complete my military
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service first. They didn’t want their operations thrown into disarray when an employee was drafted.
My mother feared nothing more than this profession of guns and planes. Our acquaintance reminded her that
the division commander had been a friend of my father’s and in his hands I would be very safe, wouldn’t have to
work hard, and could come home at the end of three years. So I enlisted as an employee of the factory during that
drafting period, but, by special arrangement, I joined the division of Commander Dac and worked as a clerk,
safely away from the border.
Commander Dac was a strict person, but he was very fond of me because he saw in me the image of his young
friend from the old days. Thanks to his occasional visits and his memories, I learned about the love between my
parents. He told me that in 1972, when I was six years old, my mother brought me to the base to visit my father,
hopeful that she could get pregnant. We waited in the guest house for several days but my father hadn’t yet come
back from an assignment and so we packed up to go back to Hanoi. The division car carrying us back to the train
station had only gone a little way when we met my father’s truck on the way back to the base. Commander Dac
sat with me in the cabin of the truck and waved the reunited couple away:
“You two get in the back to confide in each other, and we’ll stay here.”
I protested: “Let me go with Mother and Father.”
He gave me a spank and said, “Behave yourself and I’ll let you go in an airplane.”
The remainder of the distance to the station, Dac told the driver to drive slowly in order to give the couple
more time for lovemaking. “If your mother had not had a miscarriage, your little sister or brother would be 12
years old by now,” the commander said.
Three years in the military were about to pass uneventfully. I would return to work in the factory, an ordinary
occupation with no time for me to look in the sky and dream of flying. That was my mother’s wish, and she was
reassured because my period of service was almost completed.
But then something happened that turned everything upside down. It was the fault of my parents, who gave
birth to such a soft-hearted son.
*
Than was a soldier belonging to the reconnaissance unit. Many times he had gone AWOL\fn{ Absent without
leave.} in order to go home, or, by his own decision, prolonged his leave, and so there were also many times that
the military police had to send someone to bring him back and throw him into the military jail. Finally, he was
granted a seven-day leave, and when he drew it out to ten days they were waiting for him to turn up at the base so
they could immediately strip him of his military credentials and send him home. Only on the twelfth day, did he
return to the base, and the first person he looked for was me.
On his leave papers, he had erased the dates of his leave, changing the return date from March 14 to March 19.
I was the person who filled out these papers for my boss to sign. Than begged me to bail him out, to say that I had
made a mistake on the papers so that he could avoid being discharged and sent home, where he would face
reeducation. His village was suffering from famine and when his younger siblings went to school, they would lean
against the wall and fall down from hunger. He had stayed at home longer in order to search for extra rice for his
family.
Although I knew that Than was not a truthful person, I was still moved by his story. I accepted the blame and
prepared myself to go to jail, telling myself I was only taking a week-long rest in the mountains before returning
in time to prepare my discharge papers.
People asked the opinion of Commander Dac.
“We have to uphold military discipline,” he said firmly, simply thinking that seven days in detention would
pass by peacefully.
And so I sat there in the late afternoon, almost completely worn out after a day using a pick and shovel to
widen a road through a mountain village. I sank down at the foot of a kapok tree, breathing heavily and turning
my face up to look at the ever-lonely evening star. Looking at stars and counting them was something that the
children do, and something that my mother never wanted me to do. But put yourself in my position, finally
unsupervised, my limbs exhausted, not smoking a cigarette or taking part in the dirty jokes of all the other
convicts sitting nearby. What was there for me to do but sit looking at the stars?
At dusk of the second day, when the whistle screamed for the end of labor, I flung aside the shovel and
dropped down next to the kapok tree. But before I had a chance to even look up at the sky, someone shoved some
plums into my hand. The silhouette of a girl limped by, joined a group of women, then rapidly disappeared into
the mist. Perhaps this is the image I will remember forever of that crippled village in the mountains, with only
thirty or forty houses and several small drink shops: faceless forms in the mist.
Every day the miscreants with their shaved heads maintained a gentle and harmless appearance, standing
neatly in two straight lines. They didn’t dare to go into a shop if they didn’t have money. When they craved a
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cigarette, all they could do was stand in front of the shops and pick up the littered stubs, which they called “fried
fat,” then light them up and suck deeply. They all wanted to appear obedient so they could return to their units as
soon as possible, only to break the law later again, and then come back here again as a convict.
That morning, pausing in front of a few of the shops, one of them had the bright idea that one person should
collect all the fried fat, open them up for the tobacco, and then use some paper to roll real cigarettes. I don’t even
smoke, but I was pulled into the drawing of lots and had the misfortune to draw the short one. Reluctantly, I took
my hat in my hand and ran into the drink shop in front of us, then stuck my head down to look between people’s
feet under the benches.
Looking through the pairs of legs, my hand deftly felt its way through all the cracked feet in order to collect all
the stubs of cigarettes.
Suddenly, between all those calloused feet, those feet marked by the sorrow of daily struggle that is within
every man and every woman, my eyes fell upon a girl’s pretty foot. But what I saw immediately after that made
me jump. That foot was matched by another that was shriveled. Those feet would limp like a seven with a ten.
One was like a young branch bursting with the sap of life. The other was dried out. One was the foot of an 18- or
20-year~old girl, while the other was that of a worn-out 60-year-old woman.
My eyes were mesmerized by the pair of feet facing me. In this position, the feet had to belong to the shop girl.
I slowly stood up, my glance traveling across the backs and shoulders of the customers sipping their drinks.
Everything became blurry when I looked into the face of that girl. In all the far corners of the countryside, I had
never seen a face that was so beautiful and so demure. That face and that foot, a mythical flower that would
blossom once in a hundred years, but blossom on a dry branch.
“Please come in and have a drink,” she softly invited me, a convict, as if recognizing an acquaintance.
I was petrified, momentarily rooted to that spot. Then, hugging the hat full of fried fat, I turned and ran. It was
at exactly that moment that I realized that she was the girl who had shoved the plums into my hand the day before.
After dinner that night, Vinh, a guy who was awaiting trial for molesting a woman, proceeded with the
presentation of his story for his friends.
“I didn’t rape that bitch. We’d known each for a while already, so obviously she wanted it. After it was over,
she sat in the bushes crying so loud. Some people came by and they jumped on me and brought me in.”
I asked the jailer if I could go outside to do something. The discipline in the camp was very strict, but everyone
had a lot of respect for me, a military bureaucrat for the division who was rumored to be the nephew of the
division commander. I sprinted for two kilometers through the misty night, occasionally catching the glimmers of
stars over my head. The shop was closed. A weak light came through the cracks in the walls.
“I came to buy cigarettes,” I replied to the girl when she called from inside.
The door opened a crack and the girl’s face appeared rosy from the light of the hurricane lamp in her hand.
“Is that you? What a shame. If it was daytime I could invite you into the house.” It seemed like she had picked
up some of my nervousness.
“Why can’t I come in now?”
“No, my mother lives at the end of the road. I’m only here by myself.” She was foolish enough to say it, but
with a person like me, such foolishness wasn’t likely to cause her any harm.
“But standing here talking like this isn’t convenient.”
“Okay, please come in.”
I spent all the little money I had buying cigarettes, and it was only too bad I didn’t have more, even though
later I might throw them all away anyway. In order to appear natural, I lit a cigarette, but after only one puff I
coughed and coughed. She was concerned and so she gave me something to drink.
“Smoking cigarettes isn’t good for you,” she said.
“Then I’ll give it up once and for all, immediately.”
“Then let me take all these cigarettes back, okay?”
“No, let me take them back for my friends.”
At that moment a child’s voice called through the door: “Hey, Duyen!”
In a panic, she lowered her voice: “That’s my little sister. Go. Go. Whenever you’re free, come back to visit
me.” She opened the back door, whispering the way for me to sneak out. Inside the house, in order to mask her
deformity, she would either hold on to the back of a chair, the edge of a door, or a wall. But if she had to run an
errand, then what could she lean on?
Every night I went to visit her, and retreated before the appearance of her spying little sister, who came from
the same mother but a different father. The mother sent her to stay the night in order to chaperone Duyen. But it
had to happen that one night I carried her to the bed. The happier my hands were to touch her normal foot, the
more frightened and bitter they were to touch the deformed one. She told me that the foot became shriveled after a
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bout of illness when she was eight years old. I took it upon myself to compensate for all her suffering.
“You’re not going to cry, are you?” I asked. I couldn’t help being a little concerned, remembering Vinh’s story.
She answered, “With you by my side, I’ll never cry.”
We lay there for a long time, dozing off, until we heard the familiar sound of her little sister. This night was all
our own. No one had a right to share a part of a sacred night like that. She called out: “Go home. I already turned
out the lights and I’ve gone to sleep.”
“No, no. I’m scared.” She had used up all her courage in carrying the lamp one block do\vn the street,
believing that she’d be let inside immediately.
“If you don’t go quickly, then the ghosts will come out and jump on you.”
Complete silence. Perhaps she was both running and crying. The destiny of spies is usually much more tragic.
*
Duyen’s mother was lucky to have married the most resourceful and handsome man in the area, but was
unlucky to have acquired as a mother-in-law an old woman who had developed at the end of her life the habit of
cruelty. Every day Duyen’s mother had to put up with a fit of curses, and she wasn’t the only one who had to
listen. The old woman would stand at the front of the house so that the neighbors could know that she was cursing
her daughter-in-law.
Duyen’s father went with people to trade fragrant wood in Quang Binh and was attacked by a tiger. The
anniversary of his death became the day that the mother-in-law would curse “the woman who was the death of her
husband.” When Duyen was ten years old, her mother took the next step,\fn{ That of remarrying.} and was cursed:
"The time of mourning isn’t even over yet and she’s already taking up with another man.”
Duyen’s mother believed that her mother-in-law was so cruel and disagreeable partly because her younger son
told lies and always criticized her. Finding herself so unhappy, Duyen’s mother vented her rage in revenge against
that brother-in-law.
After her grandmother’s death, Duyen lived by herself in the house with the family altar. Her mother found out
about the brother-in-law’s plot to marry Duyen off early, give her a little money as dowry, then take over the
house. The mother was outraged.
“She’s only twenty years old. Why be so crazy as to hurry up and put the yoke around her neck? Look how
ugly I am, and I had no trouble finding a husband.”
The uncle had a decent place near Duyen’s house but he never bothered to look after his niece. On the contrary,
he felt that the more men she had courting her the better, so that when one of them got her pregnant, she’d have to
marry him. Duyen’s mother complained.
“An uncle is like a father, but this one is completely irresponsible. When I first came to live with this family, if
he had to pee at night he was so afraid of ghosts that he asked me to go out there with him and I had to smell his
awful pee. He’s really a parasite.” Determined to destroy her brother-in-law’s selfish plan, she had her younger
daughter keep close tabs on Duyen every day so that the mother would know who came to visit often and who
stayed a long time at the drink shop. Better that her daughter never marry anyone and keep the house because that
would kill the uncle.
*
Inadvertently, the mother became the biggest hurdle in my efforts to marry Duyen and take her back to Hanoi.
“I’m prepared to go anywhere with you. Wherever you go, I’ll go as well,” Duyen said.
My time in military prison was over. In Vinh’s rape case, the victim and her family had submitted an appeal to
release him because, in fact, they loved each other. He and I traveled together for a short distance. Vinh said:
“She made me go to jail, and now it turns out that she loves me? Well, despite everything, at least I’ve found a
wife.”
I was jealous that things were so easy for him.
Back at the base, I met Commander Dac.
“I’m about to get married,” I said. “Will you please certify this document for me?”
“Are you kidding? You’re only 21 years old. Has your mother agreed yet?”
“It would be hard for her to agree immediately. That’s why I have to seek your help,” I said. He could see that I
wasn’t being impulsive or joking.
Commander Dac frowned.
“Let me think about it.”
On the night of the second day, he summoned me.
“I’ve sent people to secretly investigate. It’s an ordinary family, not landowners or reactionaries.” He returned
the document, already certified, and held my hand tightly, lowering his voice:
“I pity you two. How can you make it with a foot like that? Your mother will curse me all her life.”
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I went back to find Duyen. The local committee official had a lot of affection for Duyen, so he agreed to do as
we wished, taking steps to register our marriage and giving us the certificate. He also promised to keep it a secret
until the wedding. Duyen and I decided to get a contract before the wedding because we were worried that
something might thwart our plans in the time it took to convince our parents. Now we were reassured.
That night, like every night, there wasn’t a soul on the street. When we left the committee headquarters, I
didn’t have the heart to let Duyen limp by my side, so I lifted her up and carried her all the way through the
mountain village.
*
When I got to my mother’s house, I went straight to the point.
“Mother, I’m about to take a wife.”
She smiled. “Who would object? You can take as many wives as you want:”
I solemnly handed her a photograph of Duyen, a face so gentle and beautiful it would break anyone's heart.
“No!”
She screamed as if she had just recognized that it was a picture of a hunted criminal.
“No!”
She held her head, collapsing onto the bed, completely unprepared for such news. Before that, her only joy was
in my return, returning to become again the small child of the old days, a child with its mother, a mother with her
child. Suddenly, that child was no longer completely her own. Cracks were beginning to appear that could shatter
her treasure.
That was the first time I realized that people could fall ill simply because of shock and misery. She lay feverish
for several days. Not a single question about the girl in that photograph, neither her name nor age nor even her
family background. Bad or good, she wanted to take away a mother’s only child and that was unacceptable. When
my mother began to recover she stood in front of my father’s altar and lit incense to pray, holding in her hand a
small comb made from apiece of an American warplane. With his own hands, my father had made two combs that
were exactly the same, engraved with the words: Tinh-Chau. He gave one to my mother and kept the other in his
inside jacket pocket, always carrying it with him. That comb was the only remaining fragment of the life of her
lost husband. She had put it on the altar and a day never passed that she forgot to dust it.
I was as restless as someone sitting on hot coals. In that remote mountain village, Duyen was waiting for me as
each minute passed. I wondered if she ever doubted for a moment, if she ever thought I’d deserted her. As for me,
I couldn’t mope around the house forever without achieving any results.
I wandered like a lost soul, my feet taking me to Thach’s house without my even being aware of it. Since the
day of my return, I had noticed a handsome guy going into and out of her house. One time he was washing his
feet at the public spigot in front of the gate. His legs were hairy.
Thach sat by herself silently drinking rice wine and eating roasted dried squid. That silence was rare for a
person like her. Tears streamed down. She pulled and tore at the squid with the hands of a person who wanted
revenge. In one gulp, I finished a bowl of wine that she gave me and saw that inside her house she already had a
VCR.\fn{Video-cassette Recorder.} Finding it handy, I switched on the tape that was already in the machine. A
shocking film. The porn stars were giving lessons in love. I turned it off immediately, not because I didn’t want to
watch it, but because it wasn’t proper to watch it in front of Thach.
“You’re still too young. Watching this film isn’t good for you,” she said.
“Not so young. I’m about to get married.”
I recounted my circumstances in detail.
“Why didn’t you tell me immediately?”
“What’s the point of telling you?”
“Oh, that means you still don’t understand me. When are you going to go get her? Is tomorrow morning too
late?”
The next morning, we carried two heavy sacks to the station and caught the train going back up toward the
mountain village. The hairy-legged guy went with us. I had to lie to my mother, telling her that I was returning to
the base in order to have someone correct a mistake on my military release papers. The merchants’ car was full of
goods and people lying and sitting all over the place. I felt a sharp pain when one woman tried to step over me.
She recognized Thach:
“Who are you travelling with?”
“Well, with two younger men.”
“Really? I’ve also got a younger man, but only one.”
She gave an easy smile demonstrating that she understood. Then she took the hand of her younger man, who
was only about 18 years old, led him to a comer of the car, and spread out a nylon sheet for them to sit on. Night
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slowly fell. I could see that woman and her man discreetly rolling under the blanket. Perhaps a lot of people
noticed, but everyone pretended to be dozing off.
Following Thach’s plan, we first went to meet Commander Dac.
“On such an important matter as this, why didn’t your mother come?”
Thach cut in: “His mother was unwell, and we also needed someone at home to prepare for when we brought
the new daughter home. I’m his aunt, so I’m taking care of this.”
Commander Dac was surprised.
“Then what do you need me for?” he asked.
“Why do you say that? You’re like a father to Bao. Please participate as a sign of authority. You won’t have to
do a thing. I’ll take care of everything.”
Our registration for marriage had already been discovered by Duyen’s family. A few days earlier, Duyen’s
uncle had proposed a family meeting, inviting everyone, including his now-remarried former sister-in-law, to
announce that he had found a match for Duyen. According to him, Duyen was twenty years old already and
admittedly good and beautiful, but because of her deformity she should know enough to limit her expectations
and marry as soon as possible, before it was too late.
“I don’t want to get married yet,” Duyen replied immediately.
Her mother joined in, “That’s fine. Each pot will find its own lid. Why worry?”
The uncle countered, “Do you want your daughter to die old and alone in some comer of the house?”
The mother smiled sarcastically, “It’s better to stay single and take care of yourself. I’ve been foolish enough
to get married twice, so I know.”
The squabble was fierce and the mother was in danger of being cornered. Therefore, Duyen reluctantly
admitted, “I’m married already.” She showed everyone the marriage certificate. Who’s Van Ngoc Bao? What does
he look like?
“He’s a very good person. He was a prisoner being reformed through manual labor here.”
The mother held her face in her hands, screaming.
After a pensive moment, the uncle said, “A prisoner but a good person. That’s okay.” He announced that he
would give Duyen two gold leaves for her dowry. That much money proved that he wasn’t an unreasonable man.
But Duyen’s mother continued stomping her feet.
“Your greed has made you blind,” she said.
Several days went by with no movement or sign from me, and Duyen’s mother began to think that I had
disappeared, as slippery as an eel. Perhaps it was good that way, or would be even better if Duyen had become
pregnant because then she would be content to stay home, without ever thinking of any other husband.
Duyen’s mother completely lost control when a jeep pulled up in front of the house and a military official
stepped majestically down. The uncle was called over and, along with Duyen’s stepfather, met with Commander
Dac. Thach didn’t waste any time giving out candy, cookies, and toys for the children in the family and around the
neighborhood. In terms of gifts there was silk for the women, flashlights and cigarettes for the men. Having
carried with her a Sony cassette recorder, she now put in a cassette of cai luong opera and played it loudly.
While Thach was engaged in a lively conversation, she happened to hear the sound of voices haggling in the
back of the house. She turned her head and saw the hairy-legged guy pulling things out of a burlap sack and
showing them to a few of the neighbors. She waved him to the side.
“As the saying goes: ‘Even a whore leaves herself a way to find a husband.’ So don’t sell those worthless
things here, okay?” She told him to put the sack away and distribute the gifts to the neighbors: a pack of cigarettes
for this one, a scarf for another. Everyone was satisfied, and turned to heap praise on the groom.
There was no need to send out invitations. It was only necessary to put the word out and not a soul in the
whole village was absent. Plates of cookies and candy were passed around, turning this into a modem-day
wedding. In the evening, after everyone had gone, I found Thach and Duyen’s mother sitting behind a closed door
in the bedroom, drinking. Duyen said that whenever her mother sat by herself drinking, she had the habit of
calling their yellow dog over, putting her feet on its back, and gently pushing the dog back and forth. But now she
stomped her feet on the dog as if she wanted to trample it, as if she wanted to trample everything that had made
her so unhappy. The two women were covered in tears. The mother took Thach’s hand and sobbed.
“No one understands me but you.”
The next morning, with mixed feelings, the whole family saw us off. Duyen’s mother called after Thach, “I’ll
prepare to come and visit you and the children.”
I lifted Duyen into the jeep and repeated the question of that night, “You’re not going to cry, are you?”
She answered, “With you by my side, I’ll never cry.”
When we passed by the division, Commander Dac got out and let us continue with the car to Hanoi. I went
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home and had to put up with a number of tension-filled days. Duyen had to remain temporarily at Thach’s house,
waiting until I had a proper chance to speak with my mother. But it seemed that both of us were on the defensive.
My mother was afraid of the moment when I would declare again that I was going to marry that girl in the photo.
As for me, I was afraid to tell my mother that I was already married and have her continue to reject it. I always
found an excuse to go out and secretly visit Thach’s house, staying there until late at night. Because Thach was so
busy with her business, she was almost never home. It was only when we returned to Hanoi that Duyen found out
that Thach and I were not actually aunt and nephew. She still showed that she was grateful to Thach, but she
became somewhat suspicious. She also sensed that there was still some obstacle keeping me from taking her
straight home. I understood this because she always asked about “our house” and about my mother.
Eventually the moment came when my mother asked very seriously,”You still often go to Thach’s house, don’t
you?”
I shook my head vigorously.
My mother said sharply, “Don’t lie to me. She’s not even home, so why do you dare to go in and out so
naturally like that?”
I sat quietly, trembling with fear.
“This morning I saw a girl over there. She seemed well-mannered, but she has a deformed leg. Who is that?”
I didn’t dare to lie and, furthermore, my mother’s question was meant to test if I was telling the truth or not.
My mother already knew Duyen’s face from the photograph.
“Dear mother, that’s my wife.”
She fell silent and it was only after a long time that she was able to find her voice.
“So you’ve become husband and wife already?”
“Dear mother, it’s been a week already. She’s been living at Thach’s house.”
The mention of Thach’s name made my mother jump, bringing out the anger once again, overpowering even
her sorrow.
“No. No. Not over there. Bring her back here immediately.”
Within half a day things changed with the speed of a whirlwind. I brought Duyen home and introduced her to
my mother. Then the three of us organized the house, pulling out a bed that had for so long been pushed into a
corner. My mother had compassion for a young girl who had the same disadvantages of fate that she herself had
known, and that compassion proved to be stronger than her anger. She led Duyen around the house and into the
kitchen, where she showed her in detail where all the saucepans, woks, fish sauce, salt, and spices were. When
they were finished with all that, my mother immediately fell ill with a light but persistent fever. The neighborhood
doctor came over and examined my mother very carefully then said that she hadn’t come down with any
particular illness, but was suffering from a physical breakdown.
In my heart I understood that this physical breakdown was caused by sorrow.
*
It is only now that I understand that once she accepted her daughter.in-law into the house and throughout the
time that we all lived together, my mother felt that she had lost everything. Our son was born, weighing four-anda-half kilos, and so whoever saw him had to admire him. My mother was happy, but it was the happiness of
looking at someone else’s treasure, not her own.
After some time, I bought a sewing machine and took Duyen to some sewing classes. My mother looked after
the baby.
One day, people ran up and told her to take her grandson to the district’s “healthy baby” contest, convinced that
he would win first prize. She agreed that the child would be at the top of the chart, but she couldn’t take him. Her
reason was that she had not yet asked our opinion and did not know if we would agree or not. That afternoon,
when Duyen and I returned, the contest was over and the prize had been presented to a boy who could not
compare with our son.
Hearing about it, some people couldn’t understand, but I vaguely sensed something terrifying. My mother had
found that she no longer had any power in this house. I once was her last remaining possession, and now I wasn’t
even that anymore, so the baby was only someone else’s treasure that she was supposed to care for and that was
that.
We were completely naïve, not yet having had enough experience in life, so we didn’t know what to do to
change her way of thinking. In those days, she began to spend a lot of time in the garden, staring at the trees and
bushes as if she were searching for something. One day, I spied on her, watching her sneak into the garden and
carefully search everywhere. Her hand turned over every pile of leaves, every rock, every clod of earth around the
bases of the trees, until she finally found what she was searching for. It was the metal comb made from a piece of
a warplane and engraved with the names of my parents. Her eyes brightened. A look of infinite happiness infused
322

her sad face, as if she had found the comb that my father had carried on his own body. With the happiness of a
sleepwalker and walking like a sleepwalker, she cradled the comb in her hand, groped her way toward the house
and reached the altar. She laid the comb on the altar, hoping to find there another comb exactly like it, her own
comb lying on the altar.
The fairy tale didn’t happen. The comb in her hand was the comb I had seen on the altar the day before. She
had probably left it in the garden so that she could go and find it again. When she realized this, her sleepwalk
ended and she slid again into a long delirium.
In the months that followed, her mind was no longer as sharp as before. She got into the habit of collecting
trivial things. She wandered in the wide garden, bringing inside reels of copper wire, screws, and pieces of scrap
metal. Then she would clumsily take them out and count them, looking for a way to put them together. Deep
inside, I felt miserable. Only when they realize they’ve lost everything do people try to look again for the things
they’ve lost and put them back together. This meant that my mother considered herself to have lost me and that
she felt she was now only left with the hope of finding that missing airplane. No one said that my father had died.
He was only missing with his airplane.
We lost all hope when we saw my mother’s energy gradually draining, although her health had been
strengthened by vitamins. One day, she said, “Last night I dreamed I saw the village chairman. He invited me to
go back to the village for a meeting, and he restored everything to me.”
The village chairman had been dead for a long time. I assumed it was only the dream of a sick person, but two
days later she passed away.
Now I knew that it was possible to die not from a real illness but from debilitating misery, from torment over
lost possessions.
A widowed woman is a fragment of the man who died. Some women bear the fate of a fragment, living silently
in seclusion, all the while clinging to the dream of finding and putting all those fragments back together again.
Others are fragments lying here and there on the road, piercing and cutting the feet of luckier souls as a way of
wreaking revenge for their own sad fates.
My mother never wanted me to look up into the sky, and counting stars was really for children, but that night,
all alone in a corner of the garden, I lifted my eyes to a sky that was filled with stars. A shooting star cut open a
wound in the sky.
I understood then that on the face of the earth there was one more fragment.
*
After my mother died, there were some evenings after work when I stopped by a drink shop planning to have
only a glass of tea and ended up drinking. Before, there had been times when the atmosphere in the family was
gloomy, when I didn’t dare show my affection for Duyen in front of my mother, and I thought to myself that
without my mother perhaps my love for Duyen would have been stronger. Thinking back, I realized that I hadn’t
been fulfilling my duty as a son. And then, after my mother died, my love for my wife didn’t become stronger.
Instead, it diminished. As for my love for my mother, she had taken it with her forever.
I don’t know if something was leading me there or not, but somehow I found myself going into Thach’s house.
“Drink up,” she said. She poured me another glass, and stood up to light some incense, whispering her prayers.
Then she came back and drank with me.
“Your mother died too soon. I prepared her for burial and saw that her face was still young and fresh, like
someone sleeping.” She began to cry. “In those days, she was right. I was a worthless woman.”
Even in my fuzzy state, I had been rather afraid that things would turn out like this. A moment later, she dried
her tears and said, “Do you want to watch a film?”
I shuddered and shook my head.
“No, not that kind of film,” she said. “This is a love story, very happy. The ability to love always means
happiness.”
A love that is so ideal would be true happiness. On the TV screen, the actors only loved each other in the
clouds with a kind of platonic love.
But Thach and I carried out the earthly aspect that was missing from the film.
As time passed, it wasn’t any easier to forget the pain caused by the loss of my mother. Then one day I
suddenly heard that they had found the missing airplane buried deep in a gorge within an untouched forest. The
news came too late and my mother had gone too soon. I received the comb that my father had always carried with
him. Both combs were finally reunited, but it was a reunion on the altar.
For many months, Thach’s house was boarded up. I didn’t know where she had gone.\fn{ The text has: went.}
One day, I happened to see the good looking guy who had once dated Thach. He was sitting with one foot up
on the seat of a crimson Honda Cub 70, perhaps waiting for someone by the side of the road. I went up to him,
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said hello, and asked, “Do you know where Thach went?”
He brushed the question aside.
“Which Thach? I don’t know her. What a weird question.”
I was bewildered and walked away, then turned around immediately and said firmly, “You have to tell me. If
you don’t, then I won’t leave.”
He considered it for a moment, glancing left and right, then lowered his voice, “She went to jail. Now get lost.
There’s nothing between you and me anymore, you understand?”
I didn’t go away immediately. I stood looking at the thick thighs showing beneath his shorts. His legs were
hairy.
I bought some canned food and fruit, then went to visit Thach. We sat looking at each other across a wide
table. She had never thought that anyone would come to visit her, especially me. She wept softly.
“Now I really am a worthless woman.” When I was about to stand up, she said, “Now I don’t believe that there
are good people in this world.”
I fell silent, not knowing how to console her.
“God is like that, too. If he was good, then he would have brought you and me together.”
I went home. Duyen was busy in front of the house. She tripped over something and fell, but wasn’t badly hurt.
I lifted her up and carried her into the house. I realized now more strongly than ever that I had been right to
approach her first out of pity. If it had been only love, then eventually it would have dried up. Only through pity
and the bond of marriage was I able to live with her forever. Although I wasn’t always faithful to her, I would
never think of leaving her. Able to reach that conclusion, I only wanted to sell the house and take my wife and son
away, to go to a faraway place without revealing our new address, in order to protect the happiness of our small
family. Vacillating for a long time without being able to reach a decision, I asked Duyen’s opinion. She said,
“There’s no place better than here. Why should we move?”
After that, I was constantly troubled, worrying about the day that Thach would return.
24.154 Nine Down Makes Ten\fn{by Pham Thi Hoai (1961-

)} Thanh

Hoa, Thanh Hoa Province, Vietnam (F) 3

The first man in my unhappy life was slender and gentle, with an honest face. His was an honesty easy to find
at any time, especially in people who have lived continually and without interruption in a sheltered environment.
From an ordinary and uneventful childhood, to a college life, really no more than an extension of high school, and
on to years as a government-employed technician, he displayed diligence, trustworthiness and benevolence. It
seemed that his was a kind of innate goodness, God-given and protected. It seemed that he had always been
righteous and good, but in a modest way, throughout a life untouched by self-doubt. I often thought of his
goodness as a small thimble of fire, incapable of contributing much heat to the world, but occasionally
heartwarming, though only in a symbolic way. And everyone, especially me, would strain toward this warmth;
this effort would eventually become a habit and, later on, a moral imperative. Actually, by his side I could perhaps
have lived the most suitable kind of life for a woman, in an apartment somewhere with that small flame. I’d give
birth to well-fathered children and sit nightly clutching a ball of colorful wool, knitting colorful clothes, oblivious
to self-doubt. Moreover, I would never fear unfaithfulness from him, as he could barely conceptualize adultery.
But then I was too young, and I saw him as a sort of precious chessman, fortunate to have been moved by some
unseen hand toward the safe squares and away from the violent battles. It seemed he would remain like this until a
natural death finally seized him—and of course he’d remain honest, even in death. At that time, I considered my
own birth some kind of cruel prank. I underestimated the size of his thimble of fire and failed to realize that his
conventional honesty was no less believable than any other thing in life. Lacking skepticism, how could he
understand science, art, religion, and in short, how could he understand love, which I considered the most
fundamental craving for such a person as myself? I grew dissatisfied because he was too respectable and secure
within his own respectability.
The second man was frivolous and merry, an urban child who had yet to go through the period of spiritual
crisis characteristic of civilized society. He was crazy about music, from Beethoven to the Beatles, and possessed
a good singing voice, but couldn’t bear to practice. He also loved soccer and had a decent kicking foot but no
concentration for workouts. Generally speaking, he had no concentration for anything, not even love. It’s difficult
to trust such a man, since it’s never clear where the vectors of his personality are going. He seemed on first
impression someone tremendously frivolous, one who possessed rare and peculiar notions of life, often puzzling
to those who met him. His face was so natural it provoked suspicion, and I believed that under that wonderful skin
lay hidden an extraordinary nature. How else to explain the perfect harmony existing between him and his
environment, a final symbol of his capacity to live so deeply and so freely? But after only three sentences had
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been uttered from his lovely smiling mouth, this first impression quickly evaporated. He was one of a countless
number of fortunate young men who live an unexamined life, not because of some conscious principle, but simply
owing to circumstance—frivolity as a habit, as a way of life. He was frivolous in all details, and only details
concerned him. His frivolity manifested itself in the care he took in striking a relaxed pose, and in the attention he
devoted to celebrations, to feasting and to appearing knowledgeable; this all in the context of a larger existence
that was not at all frivolous, but serious and substantial. At a certain age, those as extroverted and unaffected as he
sink into the cloudy chaos of life’s problems. Nevertheless, he was a person who brought me many pleasant hours,
almost my happiest ever. I learned several important things from him, namely the discovery that I have a body and
that it has a voice, a voice initially timid, then passionate, sometimes daring and profane, and progressively harder
to please. He was the first man to show me that I am a woman, and for a long while after, how long I’m not sure, I
remained grateful to this ordinary man. Life would certainly be impoverished if it lacked such merry and
superficial men. Furthermore, he loved good food, and that truly is a worthwhile quality.
Man number three was around for less than a week but made me the most miserable. He was extremely
handsome, so handsome that expressions of envy clogged the throats of those who met him. I immediately forgot
who I was and experienced my first near-death state. After that I remained struck by a sensation both dangerous
and seductive. This feeling has stayed with me throughout the remainder of my life, flooding and overwhelming
smaller emotions, causing them to shrink and shrivel up. Recovery would demand a very large dose of optimism
and an ability to adjust to new extremes. I knew that he was an inarticulate dullard, useless except for the ability
to please the eyes, overreliant on his unusually gorgeous appearance and frightfully uninteresting. But in his
presence I completely forgot and forgave everything, although he was genuinely uncouth, foul and cruel. After
one week, I abandoned my urge not to indulge my self-pity and cried like a child whose toy has been stolen before
she gets a chance to play with it. He would continue to be so gorgeous and useless for his entire life, and I,
throughout my life, would flee from the desire to give myself to him, tormented by the absurdity of God and of
myself even more. That affair was perhaps my only experience with true platonic love, especially the time I
timidly ran my fingers through tufts of hair so beautiful they seemed not to belong to him and then abruptly jerked
away as if stung by an electric shock.
After that I had an old man, experienced and worldly. He was born into a family whose members had
participated for many generations in great historical events. They were thoughtfully educated, upwardly mobile,
skilled at rubbing shoulders wherever they went, and never ruffled by callous twists and turns of fate. His
handsomeness had a majestic air, and his every gesture suggested a profound awareness of his own value. I lived
with him the longest, more than two years, and I grew much during this period. He knew how to answer all of my
questions, whether about politics, love, religion or the psychological taboos of bygone eras. He knew the way to
sit crosslegged, drinking and composing poetry with literary friends; he was dignified and serious with academic
friends, simple and easygoing with old women and children in the neighborhood, and brutish and cocky with the
scum of the street. Many women revered him as some sort of idol. Old people found him loving and affectionate:
he never said anything to hurt them. I enjoyed his generosity until it gradually became like a solid gold chain
clamped around my neck.
“What right do you have to be so generous?” I protested. And his answer suggested, “Just carry on with your
life, little girl. You are still so small.”
Perhaps his brand of perfection was like a perfectly baked earthenware vase, adorned with brightly colored and
well-proportioned designs; but its basic components, earth and rocks, originally loose, dirty and unformed, would
remain essentially unchanged forever. In describing him, it’s important to emphasize that he seemed profoundly
satisfied with himself. Due to his advanced age and precious experience, plus a certain humorlessness, he did not
dare or perhaps was unable to reject any part of the status quo. He gave me many things, or he almost gave me
many things: affection to a nearly affectionate extent, warmth to a degree almost heartwarming. The whole of his
perfect existence symbolized the limitless limitations of mankind. Not only did he unconditionally accept these
limitations, but he used them to justify his behavior. He adroitly maintained a cozy family life while
simultaneously offering his generosity to me. He explained that people are truly small creatures, fettered by their
environment at birth and by various obligations as an adult. Thus they can maneuver only in a limited way and
within the confines of some predetermined grid. I hated those grids and harshly mocked the way he struggled with
his limitations. Up until the final moments, he still offered me a generous smile, and it seemed that compared with
other men, he cared about me the most. Countless times thereafter, I longed to abandon my high-pressure work
and relationships and run back to him, hiding my face in his solid chest and conceding that he has always been
right. But I clicked my tongue and decided against it. This flexible man was considered exemplary by the
successful members of society, but who really cares what they think?
Man number five was an idealist. He belonged to that breed of man not born for women, money or pleasure,
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and this made me curious. My curiosity, however, did not last long, for contrary to my expectations, he was
insipid and shallow. His ideal world-to-be brought about by struggle either to reform educational science, protect
the environment or reestablish a tradition of sarong-wearing among the ethnic minorities (what a big deal!)
perhaps could really exist someday. I never doubted its attractiveness, and sometimes, in a highly inspired state,
he could transmit a bit of his passion and emotion to nonbelievers. But in general his view of life suggested a
narrow corridor that was periodically repainted but remained cramped and dreary. In a calculating way, I studied
and applied tactics of love, and bearing the costs of lost time and more annoyance than happiness, I contrived to
probe the bulwarks of his idealism, to test its endurance. This plunged him into an overwhelming spiritual crisis.
Friends took him to an emergency room, where his deeply self-tortured soul was inflicted with tens of thousands
of units of antibiotics, and just because he could not choose between his love and his ideals. He was the kind of
person who possesses only enough internal strength to devote himself to one thing at a time. Leaving the hospital,
he embarrassingly thanked me and disappeared down one of his mysterious corridors, this one concerned with the
public reform of morning exercises for people too physically unfit to work. However, my calibrated burst of love
had misfired, and his ideals gave him an easy way out. That was the only affair in which I actively played the role
of the seductress from beginning to end, and after he was gone I was genuinely sad and regretful. After thinking a
while, it became clear that he had chosen his dreary and narrow world over me. A lesson for simple curiosity. But
I must admit he was the purest man I have ever met.
The sixth man was extremely complex, almost irrationally so, in the context of this most poor and backward
society. When I met him, he had achieved an undeniable level of prestige in the diminutive intellectual world of
Hanoi, a place where one can meet the most famous people without a prior appointment and use intimate terms of
address within the first moments of striking up a conversation. I immediately surrendered before him—this
human labyrinth, this infinitely dimensional zone cluttered with the disorder of contradictions, ideology,
experience and ambition. But I couldn’t help wondering: Do all these interesting and complicated things really
exist, or are they only an expensive and ultimately meaningless drama that people feel compelled to stage in order
to cope with their fellow men and themselves? Conventional geniuses never seem to have personalities; who
would dare say that Shakespeare, for example, was melancholy, bitter or sharp-tongued? Therefore I concluded
that my sixth man was no genius. He had too much personality and was too worried about his originality. His
complexity seemed the natural outgrowth of the uncontrolled interaction between two currents. On the one hand
was the traditional educational system, in which the value of everything—romanticism, historical method, even
the slipping of cushions under the bed before a night of lovemaking—is fixed according to a guaranteed standard
of truth, goodness and beauty. And on the other hand was real life: vivid, crowded, subverting all conventions
regarding of tradition, undermining all ideologies and naturally overturning all values. Because he was sensitive,
he found it hard to overlook clashes between the two, but because he was at the same time intelligent, he refused
to take sides. Gradually he found that the best way out was to situate himself somewhere above the fray and
contentedly gaze down. Consequently, people who participated in increasingly public discussions claimed that in
fact he systematically rejected everything. They were wrong. He was too complicated and lost in his own
complexity to reject everything. However, he did become a somewhat legendary and original figure, and as people
stood anxious and sweaty in his presence, time passed and I grew tired. During the time I lived with him, I tended
to dwell obsessively on my own sadness. I uttered strange and often contradictory phrases, ate and dressed on
purpose in a slovenly manner, and lavished praise on only those books that no one understood. When we broke
up, I felt the world to be shallow and its people superficial. It seemed that I never received from this famous man
a soulful kiss, meaning one both natural and pure. Afterward, I heard that he had become a radical moralist,
preaching about the nature of three distinct roads: the acceptance of, rejection of and escape from conventional
morality. Later on he became a kind of popular sage, a dialectician who approached society’s intricate problems
through dialectical methods and by applying extracts of oriental and occidental knowledge. In the end he became
a recluse, and in an unrelated development, the intellectual life of Hanoi contracted, and no one spoke further of
him.
The seventh man brought me much excitement but also my moments of greatest uneasiness. He was not
unusually attractive: short, with thinning hair and a small forehead. Only his voice was exquisite, deep, melodious
and full of unforeseen contingencies. Upon hearing his voice, difficult-to-please listeners, even those impressed
only by outward appearance, would be riveted and believe that before them was, if not a genius in disguise, some
sort of otherworldly species of man, a being who used this earth only as a temporary dwelling. Or perhaps they
would feel that this small man must deeply understand the quintessence of life, as if his existence had spanned
scores of generations and consequently could draw on the experience of both ghosts and men. It was said that he
followed nihilistic principles, but I didn’t understand what this meant. I speculated that it was a unique
philosophical idea that could never be fully grasped, or perhaps the final foundation of all foundations, or a mode
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of behavior reserved especially for those without virtue, those both unhappy and very lonely. But this man refused
to advertise his noble misery, the pain he felt for humanity, the loneliness in his blood or the weariness with which
he experienced the age. On the contrary, his expression suggested contentment and freedom from worry, the
capacity to accept or reject circumstances with equal ease; and sometimes he was simply difficult to read. His one
fascination was with the brevity of human existence, and the only being who provoked him to fits of anger and an
enduring sensation of confusion and helplessness was God. He considered God to be his only worthwhile rival
and lamented the fact that the great one so rarely showed himself. It was perhaps the complexity of his
relationship with God that fundamentally distinguished him from the mass of nihilists in the movement. Their
lazy activism was habitually insignificant, and they always seemed prepared to shout “I’ve found it!” after taking
only a half step out the door. It was not easy to label him godless, immoral or relativistic, and finally one could
say that he had a great sense of humor, his genius lying with his comic gifts. Many women went out with him.
This small Don Juan was thoughtful and considerate toward them, and because of his skill in the various stages of
love affairs, he earned a sultry reputation. After studying with him, many miserable women left, and turning on
him, denounced what they had learned. I also left him, after admitting to myself that I was to remain a weak
woman and would spend my entire life searching for strength outside of myself. In my present state of panic I
dare not enter into his zone, a zone wonderful for creating poetry and philosophy but inappropriate for comforting
the hearts of women. I’m afraid that I will forever grieve over this unhappy Don Juan, and I can drive away my
sadness only by shrugging my shoulders and saying, “He was really pitiable: no emotion, no passion, no faith; in
short, he didn’t know what to live for.”
The eighth man had the hair of a poet, the face of a poet and a soul especially given over to poetry. Such
qualities are found only in people who have a lot of time and no concrete obligations toward life. When engrossed
in the rising and falling of his watery waves, and once acquainted with his passionate love of writing—swiftly,
without semicolons—I began to understand that the most worthwhile obsession is an obsession that is actually
independent of the object of fixation. The object is only borrowed as a pretext, a means, an environment, through
which or in which the obsessed person can project his own eternal and essential hunger, thus fulfilling the requirements of death—the dissolution of the ego for something, anything, that exists independently outside of one’s self.
Perhaps that obsession should be controled. At some point the most mundane catalyst, a skirt or a fallen leaf, is
enough to provoke a series of captivating chain reactions, while at another time much more important objects will
inspire only an absurd indifference. I did not know whether I was worthwhile or mundane, but this was not really
the issue. I was grateful to this man and enjoyed the taste of his affection, despite a small stubborn girl within me
who refused to cooperate. She said: According to this particular mode of obsession all objects are equal, and
therefore I am no different from a potato or an ant, but if people like to manufacture an obsession by constantly
stoking their own engine, then by all means they should go ahead. Gradually I learned to repress that obstinate girl
and ignore my uneasiness with the difference between artificially produced obsessions and primeval obsessions.
Let Proust\fn{Marcel Proust (1871-1922), French author.} distinguish between the two, or the column Mothers Advise
Daughters in some women’s magazine; I am interested only in my own obsession and its consequences. The most
ironic aspect of its unforeseen consequences was that both he and I became pitiful victims of the obsession. It
forced him to wait by every street on which I might pass, to pull me away from all activities, no matter how
fundamental to existence: eating, sleeping, seeking work; it interfered with all my relationships, with my family,
colleagues, friends, and expanded into all areas and times that I liked to save to myself. I no longer had my own
space, time or lifestyle; my environment was upset, my psychological state was upset, my language went out of
my control. The obsession was like a third character in a love triangle leading him and poking me in the back; it
followed its own dizzying trajectory and changed obstinate people into slaves, oblivious to their limited abilities.
In short, it swallowed us without chewing: he failed his examinations, unable to resist the rush toward inertia, and
I turned blind, like a Chinese lantern at a festival. In this situation, people can’t help but grate on and annoy each
other. The demands of individual liberation eventually transform society into a mass of “I’s,” each one desiring to
control the others. This naturally provokes conflict. Exhausted after such a time-consuming conflict, he
abandoned the relationship for the call of religion, but this new obsession exacted an even higher price. I returned
to my original form of a potato or maybe an ant, and heaved a sigh of relief. I felt sorry for God or Buddha, as this
poet would certainly grate on them. But perhaps those two gentlemen understand the essence of life better than I
and can look beyond him.
The ninth man was a man of action, few words, forthrightness and pragmatism. He was intelligent, decently
educated and sensitive enough to appreciate the real value of such nonmaterial activities as wordplay, pipe
dreams, fortune-telling or making love. However, the road he chose for himself satisfied a predilection for
certitude and controlled vigilance. He believed in no one, entrusted himself to no one and struggled to force life
itself to bend to his will. His profound desire to conquer life was impressive, vaguely like Don Quixote’s,\fn{ The
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both desperate and
dauntless. He had held down many jobs, for many different reasons, ranging from the desire to secure life’s basic
necessities to attempts to secure glory and power. But he was rarely satisfied, as work never quite met his
expectations. The only measure he took seriously was that of practical advantage, immediate material gain being
optimal and the forging of useful future connections merely acceptable. He was strict and prompt in the
repayment of debts. While people found him useful, they were often cool toward him because he was completely
lacking in false ethics, those gastric juices that allow for the digestion of the inedible components in the relations
between people. He promised little, yet was so helpful with my unhappy life’s most pressing problems (more so
than all the other men combined), that during those moments of satisfaction and gratitude I confusedly asked
myself if this really could be love. And could women like myself have lost such confidence in themselves and in
this difficult-to-understand era that we need such a love as this? He did grant me three things: First, because he
was always so busy, he did not have the time to undergo a period of spiritual crisis, something that I had already
been blessed with enough times before; as relations with women never took up his whole life, I enjoyed a notable
degree of freedom; and third, with him I suddenly felt a daily sensation of being deeply and snugly attached to my
life, a sensation that I had thought about many times before but never actually experienced. I grew stronger and
more contented, and began to seriously consider the prospect of marrying him. Life with such a thoroughly
practical man would certainly promise a measure of success, like entering into a contract in which each side does
not sap the other’s vitality, as often happens with those claiming to be madly in love. There is certainly some
advantage in avoiding excessive closeness and coolly carrying out contractual provisions. At our final meeting, he
said, “In all areas including marriage, I am always faithful to a single measure of value: practical advantage.” And
on considering this measure, he determined that I was not the one to satisfy his requirements. Now he must bear
the responsibility for his heartlessness.
Enough.
He was the ninth man.
24.157 Gunboat On The Yangtze\fn{by Tran Vu (1962-

)}

Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam (M) 7

One day Toan comes up behind me, covers my head with a black veil and says: “Sometimes you can see
through a blindfold.”
And with these enigmatic words, he leaves.
I turn around. The veil wriggles, snaking around his hand. Like a dance.
“It’s the invisible that really exists.”
Words. Always incomprehensible, ambiguous. The veil writhes, opens into a fan, palpitates like a bat's wing,
slithering and bending like a dead snake. A kind of cobra. A flash shoots through my mind. I see a cobra poised,
ready to attack. Toan approaches, flicking the veil, skillfully, like a matador. He folds it into a blindfold and pulls
it over my eyes.
“What do you see, Elder Sister?”
His face is so close I can feel the heat of his breathing.
“I see nothing.”
Violently, he pulls the blindfold tighter.
“Can you see now?”
I shake my head.
He pulls it tighter. My eyes burn.
“It’s only when we’re in pain that we take the trouble to think.”
He yanks the ends of the blindfold.
I can’t see him, but I feel the sweat from his wrists against my face, imagine his arm muscles flexing. The
blindfold tightens, crushing my temples.
“That’s enough!”
My cry dissipates the humid, suffocating atmosphere of the room.
Toan goes out. Groping, I undo the blindfold, hang it on the back of a chair. A snake’s corpse. My eyes still
smart. Toan has slunk into a comer. He plays his favorite tune on the cello. The music resonates, note by note,
phrase by phrase, scale by scale, by turns grave, strident, haunting.
Toan is seated, his head slightly bowed. He looks at me with his formless eyes, pulls fervently at the bow. He
wraps his left arm around the body of the cello, passionately, like a man would embrace a woman. The bow
advances, retreats, relentless. The cello squeaks like an old saw scraping a piece of iron wire. A murky,
wrenching, tortured sound that slowly permeates the room, engulfing the library, the table, crawling toward me.
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“That’s enough!” I shout again. I can’t stand his obstinate, deformed gaze.
Abruptly the cello falls silent. The bow slides off the strings. Round and voluptuous, the body of the cello is
like a woman’s.
“Are you forbidding me to play, or to look at you?” Toan snaps.
“Both.”
“That’s right. We’re only stones, inert stones.” He snickers and disappears into his room.
I stay there, alone, anxious. Toan has lived in his own strange world, haunted by these shadows, for a long
time. Tonight, the strangeness seems to have grown. What’s worse, I know why. I wipe the clammy sweat from
my cheek that, for all this time, has been seeping into my skin. I go into my room. Toan thrashes around in his. I
pull the covers over my head, trying to block out the spasms of a body tortured by loneliness. But from under the
blankets, in the darkness that engulfs me, I see it again: the night Toan wanted to make me see.
*
Daylight came. I woke up late, disoriented. I hadn’t slept at all, had just lain there on my back, staring at the
black veil, holding my head in my hands. It was a bleak morning. Toan’s silhouette is engraved in my door frame.
Outside, bony, skeleton-like trees strained their thin arms toward the sky, as if to ask for divine grace. I move
toward the dining room table for my breakfast: coffee, one sugar cube. At home, Toan always takes care of
breakfast. Every morning he puts the sugar cube next to my coffee cup. I understand.
“You told me you would never leave me, that you would live for me alone. Do you remember?” he says,
detecting my presence.
“I remember.”
“So, what are you waiting for? Who sacrificed himself for you?”
“I know, you did.” I respond mechanically, unable to look him in the face. Gently he approaches, behind my
back, like he did the night before, and plasters his hands
over my eyes.
“Stop!”
I struggle to free myself, from his fingers, from the night. He pants. A heavy, staggered breathing.
His fingers slowly relax; press my temples, fondle my cheek, brush against my chin, massage my neck. I
shudder; his hands grip me like tentacles. He keeps pummeling me, sometimes violent, sometimes caressing. I
shudder and shove him away.
“That’s enough. Stop!”
“That’s enough. That’s all you can say.”
He turns me around, runs his finger down the bridge of my nose to my lips. I yield, accept his games. Why? So
he won’t destroy himself from despair.
Suddenly, his face falls. The scar across his lip deepens. Panicked, I throw my arms on his chest, spill his cup
of coffee on me, over the couch. He grabs my face, draws me toward his lips.
“You’ve seen movies. You must know how to kiss.”
“That’s enough!”
He offers me his shredded lips, and as I turn away, they fall onto my cheek, at once dry and clammy. His
mouth sticks to my cheek, he burrows his head in the curve of my neck, refuses to pull back. I don’t resist
anymore. My body soaked with coffee, I hug him to me. When I touch his shattered face, the puffy ridges of skin
between the gashes, I feel no horror. I love him, pity him.
“That’s enough now. Go play the cello.”
He looks at me, indifferent, distant, like he does every time I refuse. But he seems to have softened. Now the
cello again, like yesterday evening, grave, distraught, anarchic. Who knows what he hears in this music that he
plays day in and day out, month after month. I don’t … but I know he wants me to see through the blindfold.
You need a girlfriend, I tell him, when he least expects it, as he is bent over his cello. The cello abruptly falls
silent. His misshapen eyes lift toward me.
“What did you say?”
“You need a girlfriend.”
“Who would dare love me?”
“I’ll find her for you.”
After a long silence, he gets up, moves toward the window, opens it. Wind rushes into the room. The curtains
rise and fall, flapping, palpitating like butterfly wings impaled on a pin. Toan turns toward me, deliberately
exposing his ravaged face, the scars I have watched go white under the botched sutures, that I have seen crust
over under the burning sun of the islands. In the light of day, his exploded face is horrible.
“Take a good look, Elder Sister. Who could love this face? Do you think I don’t know what my face is like? All
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I have to do is touch it.”
He puts his hand to his own face, his fingers suddenly arch, his nails clawing into the flesh, as if to rip away its
hideous shape.
“Toan! Stop it!” I scream, throwing myself onto him, grabbing the fingers that dig into his face. His body
tenses, his back arching as if he wants to flee. He lets out a long, painful cry. I press my face to his, hug his head
to my shoulder, massage his rough skin, stroke his scars.
“Don’t do that anymore, Toan. Never again, you hear me? Never again.”
“You don’t love me.”
“I can’t. I don’t have the right to …”
He hugs me. I wait until he calms down, and then gently pry open his arms.
“I’ll find you a friend, I swear it.” I say this, exhausted.
He goes into the kitchen, picks up a book, as if he wanted to overcome his emotion. His fingers grope over the
Braille, letter by letter, word by word, searching for meaning on this piece of paper. It kills me to watch. Nothing
is more painful than watching someone you love dying from the inside, slowly. My friends’ faces file past my
eyes, dissolving in questions, hesitation, doubt, fear. Joelle, Kate, Florence, Isabelle? Any woman will do. As long
as it’s not me. It will never be me.
*
Kate comes in, takes off her coat and hat. Her auburn hair tumbles down the line of buttons on the front of her
wool sweater. As she settles on the couch, she tells me not to go to any trouble. She glances around. I know who
she wants to see.
“Would you like something to drink?” I ask, knowing she never does. As expected, she shakes her head. I
insist. She accepts. I pour her a glass of vodka and stare at the transparent liquid while she drinks, as if to steel her
courage.
“It’s good when it’s cold out.”
Kate sets the glass on the table, rubs her hands, relaxed now. She’s still young, probably the same age as Toan,
but she seems very mature. Seeing her so calm, so relaxed, calms me. I speak to her about Toan, tell her that he’s
had an accident, that he’s forced to live like a recluse, how miserable he is, and that if she could come see him
now and then, maybe on weekends, sometimes …
Kate asks me a few vague questions about his life, if he likes music, books. We have so many books in the
apartment. I tell her that Toan likes to play the cello, that the library is mine, that Toan can only read a few books,
the kind written for people like him. She is surprised, asks why. I try to explain that Toan doesn’t see clearly, that
he has been wounded in the eyes. I want to prepare her, but she seems so sure of herself, tells me again not to
worry.
“I understand. I know about these things. Don’t worry. I’m sure we’ll be friends.”
She takes my arm, encouragingly. She seems relaxed, calm. Just then, Toan’s cello echoes through the room.
Kate’s flinches, her face changes. I understand; Toan’s formless, distraught tune is so familiar, but each time I hear
it, even I find it eerie, chilling.
Still, Kate gets up and asks to see him. I walk her to Toan’s room. I knock on the door, introduce a friend. He
doesn’t answer. The cello grates out the same tune. I push the door open. Toan is seated, his back turned to us. His
shoulders heave in time with the cello, his arms following the to and fro of the bow. I hear Kate say hello, watch
her as she enters his room. Toan keeps playing, his head bent over the cello, as if he had heard nothing. Kate
stands behind him. I watch Toan, listening to the music eddy around the room. Suddenly, I am furious, jealous. I
regret having brought Kate here. The thought that I am going to lose Toan saddens me. Kate places her hands on
Toan’s shoulders.
No one expected what happened. Not me, not Kate, not even him. Toan slowly turned his head, exposing his
ravaged, shriveled flesh, the two holes that masquerade as his eyes, his deformed half-nose, the long gash that
cuts across his forehead, through his lips, all the way down to his chin. Kate’s features froze, and she let out a
scream of terror. Her cry paralyzed me. She ran out, calling for help. Her scream haunted that corridor for a long
time. Toan’s cello lay on the floor. Tears streamed from the sockets of his eyes, the gnarled flesh of his face was
wet with pain and shame. He sobbed in silence. I wept too, and hugged his head to me violently, my tears
mingling with his, falling into those sockets.
“No one can love me, no one can be my friend,” he moaned.
I put my hand over his mouth and tell him I love him, that I will be the friend, that I will rescue him from his
solitude, help him live the normal life of a normal young man, that I’ll do everything to, anything to … He asks
me what I am protecting, what it is that I regret. And I tell him everything, how I have nothing more to protect,
that I was raped at sea, that I won’t refuse him any longer.
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We coil around each other on the floor. He nuzzles his head in my hair, weeping silently. I pat his shoulder like
I used to, to console him. That was such a long time ago. Old memories, of our childhood, of that sisterly love rise
in me, rekindling sweet images of the past. Toan and I are one, the same blood flows in our veins. That I will give
myself to him now won’t change much, we will only be mingling our common blood. I won’t ever belong to
another man, can’t, no matter who he might be. All men horrify me, except for Toan. We gaze at the clouds, as
they glide silent and serene across the windowpane. I describe them to Toan, the colors, how the horizon fades in
the distance. Entwined like this, we share the same shadows. A kiss, long, penetrating, like the night. Now we no
longer belong to the moral, human world.
*
The first night we dine in silence. He is seated facing me, his head bent over, carefully rotating his bowl of
rice. It is raining. Drops of water splash all around. From the ceiling, the lamp casts a dim, cloudy light over the
table. I watch it dapple his face with tiny patches, forcing myself not to see the scars, to imagine the light
flowering into golden blooms. He eats laboriously. We both wait for someone to speak. Toan’s hand slips under
the table, searching for mine. Our fingers open, cross, our hands throbbing with emotion, with desire. Toan stays
silent, his head bowed, but I hear him through his touching. After dinner, he takes me to his room.
We stand side by side in the shadows. The light from the street lamp, outside, refracted in the rain, illuminates
the room, scattering into glistening shards on Toan’s back. I let him undress me. His hands, like a blind person’s,
are nimble, intelligent. He undoes the buttons one by one, places his lips on my flesh with each measure that he
frees it. As he lifts off my bra, lightning flashes through the room, exposing his face. I shudder, glimpsing in the
electric blue flash another kind of light, cold and metallic, the blinding blows of a machete. And other machetes
spring forth, thunder down, lacerate, hacking away at Toan’s face. Through the lightning flashes, I see a tempest,
my own convulsed body fading and reappearing, shattered images engraved on the warped screen of Toan’s face.
“No.”
I pull back, terrified. Sensing my confusion, he draws me into his arms, sending the warmth of his body
through mine. He whispers love in my ear, infinite love. “I love you. I don’t regret anything. Don’t look at my
face, or you’ll be frightened.”
He tells me to turn around, to not be afraid any more, to forget, not to think anymore, to live for us, only us,
just him and me. I yield, promise to forget.
He comes closer, encircling me in his arms, pressing his body down on my back. The patter of rain against the
windowpane, Toan’s tender, murmuring voice asking if he can enter me from behind, my own voice telling him
yes, I need him, belong to him. And then all that is left here, in the apartment, are two beings who love each other.
The other day, when he blindfolded me with the black veil, the warmth of his body penetrated me, swirling
inside me. Through the black veil, I saw us clearly, our two naked bodies merged, Toan’s arms clasped at my
waist, his lips caressing my neck, my shoulders, the bite of his teeth on my back. Welling up from the deepest part
of my being, a long, shuddering tenderness rises and spreads through my body. Covered by the gift of this
fraternal love, in the slow, attentive rocking of his body, the pain, the wounds of the past melt into a startling
happiness.
We loved each other in the shadows, in the healing tenderness of caresses that effaced the unhappiness of our
past. Toan led me to bed, and I sobbed on his shoulder, consoled, freed. My tears spilt over, burning, on his chest.
He fondled my chin, asked me if I loved him, if I was happy, if I regretted this. And I told him that I loved him,
that I was happy, that I didn’t regret anything. No doubt this was sin, but who would ever understand me, know
the price of a drop of fraternal blood in the ocean of life, feel how much I needed Toan, this drop of my own
blood?
The moon rose. The rain stopped. We lay next to each other, listening to the silence, the primal night of our
origins, lost somewhere in the prehistory of mankind. Once, in the tribes, a brother and sister could marry. Toan
and I, we were just restoring life to what it had once been, at the dawn of mankind. The emptiness of the night
shielded me from the gaze of others, from morality. In this night, we were all that existed, a brother and sister who
loved each other.
*
The days that followed, the first of our life together, were wonderful. I was everything for Toan: elder and
younger sister, lover, wife. And he was all for me, at once little brother, lover, husband. What awe one feels when
feelings merge, when one loves. I suffered when he was absent. Hours spent at the office weighed on me, heavy
with longing. I would run home to press myself to him, to melt in his arms. Impatient kisses, passionate embraces.
At night, on my pillow, Toan would speak of the past.
“Remember our walks, at night, on the beach behind Vung Tau? I still remember your violet ao dai on the
yellow sand, the way the beach stretched all the way to the mountains. Back then, your hair came all the way
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down your back, and the wind kept time with the clouds. I’ve loved you ever since. Did you know?”
Did you know? His face in my hair, he murmurs to me, rubs his nose on the nape of my neck. In these
moments, we relive the past, a time when he still had a nose, when I still had the long hair of an adolescent who
hasn’t yet been drowned in shame. And Toan stirred many other memories in me, as if, blind to the present and
the future, his eyes could only see the ancient images of the past.
“Remember the first time you put on makeup? For Thuan’s birthday party? Niem brought over face powder. I
hid behind the door. Maybe you didn’t know it. That night, papa locked you in your room, forbade you to go out.
You cried all night. That made me cry too, remember?”
Remember? Yes, I remember. How he had always been at my back, how he had demanded affection, followed
me like a shadow, never leaving me for a second. How he used to refuse to sleep alone, how he sulked whenever
Thuan went on walks with me.
“You still love him, don’t you? He kissed you, didn’t he? What else did he do with you?”
Jealous, bitler, he often plied me with questions. If I answered, he would be furious, making love to me
violently, clawing my back with his nails, as if to take revenge. Afterward he would weep and beg me to forgive
him. If I shook my head, insisting that Thuan was just a friend, he would be reassured that I only belonged to him,
as he wished it.
“Swear to me. That you’ll be with no one but me.”
And I would swear, knowing that I could never leave him, never live apart from him.
We hugged each other, took refuge in the common warmth of our bodies. Outside the snow fell in drifts.
Snowflakes gathered on the windowsill, freezing and melting, and freezing again. All winter we hid ourselves in
the apartment, avoided the world. I feared our love would be discovered; Toan feared I would abandon him. We
could sleep together for hours and hours on end, engulfed in the warmth of the covers.
Between embraces, after I had offered myself to him, I would see it floating on the ceiling. The word. “ Incest.”
I would hide my head in his shoulder, fleeing this invisible word that was nevertheless writ large and clear on the
ceiling.
A black veil over the eyes is the best way for me to stop seeing it. Sometimes, on the weekends, I kept it on all
day, sharing Toan’s world without light. We played hide-and-seek in the apartment. Hidden behind a door, an
armoire, we held our breath. Toan gave me my first lessons in this world of the blind. How do you walk in the
dark? How many steps between the kitchen and the living room? How many arm lengths between the table and
the television? How do you know when food is cooked?
“By tasting it!”
He burst out laughing when I asked him that question.
“If you want to keep track of time, know whether it is day or night, you have to learn how to keep track of your
own hunger, digestion.”
“But how do you choose exactly which clothes to wear?”
“You must learn to feel the fabric, to give a scent to each article of clothing.”
Little by little, I learned, entering with delight into this shadowy world. Every time I tripped, he burst out
laughing. Whenever he confused wheat flour with corn flour, I giggled, mocking him. I had begun to grasp these
brief moments of happiness, had begun to understand them, to share them with Toan, ever since we had become
husband and wife.
I had never known such happiness. The happiness of being a normal woman, of living with a man. It was a
kind of happiness that, ever since the event, I thought I had lost forever. Toan began to attend a school for the
blind, and he brought work home to help me out financially. Miserable as the work was, the extra money was a
joy for us. Toan was happy; he felt useful. I was happy to see him lead a less abnormal life, to see him work at his
cello playing, to see him studying French in Braille. He gave up drinking and smoking. This moved me; I realized
that he was trying to become a model husband. Sometimes he would stammer like a child, trying to avoid the
word. Elder Sister.
“Do you still love me?”
“Always. But only if you still call me Elder Sister.”
“Why won’t you let me call you by your name?”
“I love you, so I always want to be your Elder Sister, understand?”
He would acquiesce and fall silent, let me stroke the locks of hair across his forehead. Sometimes, on moonlit
nights, we went for walks. Each time, I would dress up and carefully apply my makeup, so he would know I had
made myself beautiful for him, so that he would be proud to walk by my side.
Being sensitive, he would wait for me. When he knew I was finished, he would tell me, with a serious air, how
beautiful I was, and gaze at me passionately. These moments hurt me; when his finger touched my lips to search
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for their color, when he had to feel the fabric of my clothes to guess what I was wearing.
“You’re beautiful tonight. I’m proud of you.”
At these moments, I felt like crying, but I controlled my feelings, so as not to ruin the evening. I adjusted his
tie, and we would go out. Usually Toan took my hand, slipped it in his coat pocket. We took deserted back alleys,
so that Toan wouldn’t hear the murmurs of passers-by, the children’s frightened shrieks. We knew a restaurant
near us. We only dared go on Mondays, when it was nearly deserted. The old restaurant owner reserved a table for
me in a comer, with a candle and a rose.
“Don’t order anything expensive. I only want to be here with you, the food doesn’t matter.”
We dined in the tender candlelight, the rose slowly opened, the old man was attentive.
“Did you like the meal?”
“Oh yes, it was perfect.”
Toan answered for me, uninhibited, happy, contented. Under the table, the whole meal long, our legs were
entwined.
*
Winter ends in the secrecy of our love. Spring. Outside, in the streets, chestnut trees are covered with yellow
shoots, their sinuous branches outstretched like the arms of young girls, weaving crowns of flowers and fruit.
Green shoots pry forth in search of life. For a moment, in this flickering light, in this wonder of natural beauty, I
am reborn. I fall back to earth when Toan asks me for a child.
I refuse, horrified. The idea of having a child with Toan pierces me, spilling the blood of our sin. The thought
of it rips away the black veil I had used to hide from our incestuous love. I ask Toan: What would we say to our
parents, to our family, to our relatives? We can’t live in seclusion, in hiding, for our whole life. Children
conceived in incest are often abnormal.
I am terrified. Every time he mentions his desire to have a child, I tremble.
“Don’t think about that anymore. Never think about that. I’m afraid.”
Toan moans, begs, grabs me violently by the waist.
“Give me a child, just a child. He’ll call us papa, mama. We’ll give him so much love.”
Night after night, he begs me, insistent, distraught, oblivious to the incestuousness of our love. I have bent my
mind to love him, but I don’t have the courage to give our crime a human shape. How would we explain our
relationship to the child, the relationship between its parents?
And I cry when he covers my neck with kisses.
“But I want one, I want one!”
And he shakes his head, stubborn, selfish.
I cry, in vain, bitter.
Toan doesn’t understand, doesn’t realize that I have reached the extreme limits of an elder sister’s love. He just
thinks I am rejecting him. His attitude toward me changes, he retreats into his shadowy silence, into his old
violence. Slowly, imperceptibly, he is transformed, becomes domineering, imperious, mean. He forbids me to take
my pill. Obsessed with the desire to force me to have a child with him, he searches the apartment, uncovers all my
hiding places. At night, I don’t dare sleep with him anymore. During the day, I drown myself in the television so
as to avoid all conversation. I feel constantly spied upon. I live on the defensive, expecting his attacks at any
moment.
*
The night it happened, I was watching an old film. Disparate images paraded past my eyes, taking shape, dissolving. Toan’s cello whined again; it had taken on its old, tuneless voice, unfeeling, soulless, and it wrapped
around my brain like barbed wire, penetrating with hammer-like thuds. I could hear this shrill, razor-sharp sound,
like a sliver of glass ripping through flesh, while on the screen I watched the turbulent story. I remember the
French title of the film: Gunboat on the Yangtze. Steve McQueen played a sailor on an American warship in China
that ferried soldiers between Hankou and Hangzhou. There were horrible, dramatic moments, terrifying
psychological revelations, incidents of abnormal, instinctive behavior. That’s all I remember. The rest, the other
images, weren’t of the film, but of a fetus growing in its mother’s body. I saw it on the screen, the placenta
bursting, the umbilical cord sagging, the syringes, a white body that pushed and pushed, blood gushing. And in
the surge of blood, a tiny, pointed skull that drew back, reluctant. In the middle of the exploded, bloody uterus, I
saw a baby’s skull with Steve McQueen’s face, lips twisted, eyes rolled back, just like at the end of the film, when
the actor falls, struck by a bullet, and then raises himself to his feet, staggering, then crawling, through the sticky
liquid. His terrified, distraught eyes fix on the hole in his stomach where the blood gushes from. I hear the last
words of a dying man.
“But, but … my God! What has happened to me! Yesterday I was still at home!”
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The child struggled, scratched, kicking the air with its legs. The mother’s uterus splits open, the mad screech of
the cello grates on my raw, anesthetized nerves. Sounds and images jumble, couple, merge and superimpose in my
head. On the screen, I can’t understand the sailor’s words. I want to understand, want to see the child’s real face,
but now, after the flood, the cello falls silent. No more music, no more sounds of glass, of smashed bottles, of a
door slamming, of blood ebbing away, of a heart that ceases to beat, of lungs that stop breathing, of a uterus
closing. Toan stands behind me, motionless.
“Give me a child.”
“No, I can’t.”
He isn’t listening. In a blue flash, he brandishes a razor blade against my face. Suddenly, he slices a cello
string. One. He groans. He picks up the razor blade again, waving it in the air like the black veil, uncertain. The
vision of a snake’s body coiling around my neck comes back to me as Toan presses the blade to my neck and,
gently, cuts. I feel the heat of my own blood flowing. Paralyzed, terrified, I struggle, my hands shake wildly.
“Stop!”
“You don’t love me.”
“But I do.”
“That’s a lie. If you love me, why do you refuse to have my child?”
He screams. He cuts another cello string.
“No! Please, don’t force me to do it.”
I push him away, push him over and flee. He pursues me. The books, the table, the stools—everything topples
under me. I fall flat on my face, pull myself up, fall again, the flowerpot trips me, the door blocks my way, now
down the long, endless corridor. The bathroom, the bathroom, the lock, my father’s name, my mother’s name, I
shout them in answer to Toan’s furious blows against the door.
“For God’s sake, spare me.”
Toan doesn’t hear me. He pushes down the door and jumps on me, tears off my shirt.
“No! Let go of me!”
I fall onto the tile floor. Toan falls on top of me.
I am handicapped. I’m somewhere between madness and sanity. Is that what scares you? Is that it? You’re
afraid the child will look like me, is that it? Say it!
He slaps me, tears away my shirt, my hands. His fingers twist my arm, his thighs crush my legs, he pants and
shouts, the floor, the walls, the ceiling, the towels, naked, clammy bodies, strong shoulders, muscles tensed, a
brute force that bites, scratches, pierces, the nose, those eyes, the scars, the sperm, the fetus, the child, I cry for my
mother. Toan gags me, smothering my voice with his hand.
“Say it! Say that you love me, that you want my child. Say it! Say it!”
Toan raped me on the bathroom floor. He said he was hungry for my sweet-smelling flesh, for my firm breasts,
my fresh, white thighs, for a child, a lively handsome one. He talked on and on, without stopping, while I thrashed
and sobbed and shouted and supplicated, while I suffered.
I lay naked on the floor, lay there in the bathroom turned on end, my senses scattered, haunted by an idea that I
couldn’t articulate, feeling blood trickle down my lip. All of a sudden the film came back to me, slowly and
clearly. I just lay there, seeing the film again. The fight between the sailor and his comrades. The captain’s moral
struggle. The fanatical Chinese. The violence. The assistant mechanic being tortured. The young, naïve evangelist.
The bullet that shot through Steve McQueen’s stomach, the words gushing forth at the end, near death. What were
the words? What did he mean? I couldn’t understand them. It was as if I were watching a silent film.
After a long time, I get up. It is daylight out. Toan is slumped over the dining room table, sobbing. Slow,
innocent moans. He cries like he did as a child. The window is ajar. There’s no sun out. I gaze at the murky,
clouded sky.
All at once I remember everything, each detail, with precision. The moment I got on the boat to leave my
country, the pirates’ attacks, everything up to the moment that Toan raped me …
I remember the final words of the wounded sailor.
But, but … my God, what happened? Yesterday, we were still at Vung Tau!
I collapse. Toan turns his ravaged face toward me. Scars.
My God, it’s daylight.
173.1 My Autobiography\fn{by an unnamed female Vietnamese refugee (1962Vietnam (F) 4

)}

“born in a city”, northern South

My maternal grandfather was born in North Vietnam. He was the richest landlord in the city where he lived
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and was considered a member of the elite. Every harvest season, he collected the rent and debts that his tenant
farmers owed him.
Even though he had power and authority, he never mistreated his tenants. Usually, he took two-thirds of the
crops they had harvested, but if they did not have enough left to feed their families, he put off collecting whatever
they owed him until a future harvest. Therefore, on special occasions like Tet, the Vietnamese New Year, my
grandfather’s house was full of gifts that the tenant farmers brought him.
My grandfather had two wives; my grandmother was his second. At that time, in the 1920s, the second wife
was called a concubine. Whether a man had one or more concubines depended on his economic status. My
grandmother got along with the first wife and her children. She never had to cook or clean house. She was never
mistreated and her children were treated equally and had the same rights as the children of the first wife. When
my grandfather died, his property would be equally divided among all the children of both wives.
In 1954, Communist revolutionaries defeated the French. The Geneva Agreements divided Vietnam into two
regions, North and South. The North became a Communist society under Ho Chi Minh and the South was ruled
by Emperor Bao Dai. People in North Vietnam could choose to live in either North or South Vietnam.
My grandfather knew about the Communist policies of land reform, collectivization of agriculture, and
industrialization. He knew that his land and houses would be redistributed as part of the reconstruction of the
country. Still, he decided to stay because he wanted to die in the land where he was born. He was about sixty-five
years old at the time.
However, my grandmother decided to go to South Vietnam. She felt insecure about whether there would be
freedom under a Communist government. So, she took all her children—my mother, aunts, and uncles—to the
South. She brought along a small sum of money and she and her children traveled to South Vietnam on an
American ship. During the evacuation, the ship’s crew gave the passengers enough food to eat.
My mother dropped out of school after finishing the eleventh grade and went to work in a restaurant in order to
help support the family. After working hard and saving her earnings, my mother bought a restaurant of her own. A
few years later, she bought a hotel. She was very successful in her business career. Most of the employees in her
restaurant and hotel were my aunts and uncles from both my maternal and, after she married my father, paternal
sides of the family. She seemed to trust family members more than outsiders. All of them worked as members of
one big family and got along very well together.
My paternal grandparents are South Vietnamese. They owned an automobile repair shop in Saigon. They had
twelve children; my father is the oldest son. Even though my father has a college degree, he did not have a large
income. He was in the army and worked with Americans. My mother helped him a lot with our family finances.
Deeply concerned about the education of his children, my father tutored my brothers and me every night from
the first grade through high school. Whenever I had questions, he would be the one I would ask.
My three younger brothers and I were sent to the best schools in Saigon. My parents wanted all of us to
achieve a high educational level. My father did not allow us to go out or to watch television frequently, while my
mother, who had suffered the disadvantages of a low socioeconomic status after she, her siblings, and her mother
moved to Saigon, kept reminding us of her own experiences.
My parents were very strict. Whenever I wanted to go out—to a movie, for instance—I had to ask permission
from one of them ahead of time. Whenever I did something wrong, I knew I would be punished. As my mother
was in charge of the family budget, whenever I needed spending money, I went to her. I had to explain why I
needed money; my mother did not want to give me money for “bad” movies or nonsensical books.
My family was very close to my maternal aunt’s family because my aunt worked for my mother and they spent
all their weekends together. We went swimming, had picnics, or went to movies. My cousins and I got along
pretty well. We went to the same school and spent time together after school.
My maternal grandmother was respected by everybody in the family. She was a loving and caring woman and
taught me to obey my parents. She also took care of me when I was young. Often she took me to school and
sometimes watched television with me in the evenings. I had a very close relationship with her and loved her as
much as I loved my parents. When I grew older, she moved to my uncle’s house to help take care of her other
grandchildren there.
I did not get to know my paternal grandparents as well as my maternal grandmother, but we visited both sides
of the family on national holidays. During Tet, family members from both my father’s and mother’s sides got
together for a special dinner and worshipped our ancestors. The dinner often fed more than a hundred people.
I went to a Catholic school—one of the best girls’ schools in South Vietnam. I studied very hard and served as
a class officer from the fifth through the eighth grades. My classmates and I all studied hard and competed with
each other but we were not jealous of or hostile to any classmate who did better than the rest of us. I felt that
school was my second home where I had fun with my classmates. In class, we respected our teachers and we
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listened to them as we did our parents. I was always one of the top five students.
My parents were very proud of me, an honor student. They rewarded me by giving me books, clothes, or some
money. They wanted me to become a doctor or a pharmacist. They expected me to support them when they grew
old. In Vietnam, the family is the main structure in society. Old parents live with the family of one of their sons or
daughters. Family relations are considered more important than anything else. Even thougn we are now in the
United States, I intend to support my parents in their old age.
*
Growing up in a war-torn country, I understood that Vietnam was a poor country that had suffered a great deal
during thirty years of war. The government paid attention only to the war and the power of its army. So much
money was spent on the war that we did not have many public schools and public hospitals, or much public
housing. Even a private school like mine had few laboratories or faci]ities for physical education. For girls, it was
all right if they failed their high school examinations, but for boys, those who failed would be drafted into the
army. Vietnamese young men were under severe pressure, because those who joined the army might be killed or,
even if they survived, become handicapped.
Before the war, most families depended on agriculture for survival. I think about 90 percent of the population
were farmers. But during the war, many rice fields and coconut and rubber plantations were bombed. Farmers had
to leave the countryside and move to urban areas. Even though I lived in the capital city, Saigon, which was not
bombed until the last stage of the war, I still had some idea of what the war was like by reading newspapers and
listening to tne radio.
I also saw many tragic situations around me: people suffered from hunger, unemployment, and lack of shelter.
I considered myself lucky because I could go to school while some other children could not afford to do so. That
fact further motivated me to study hard so that I could attain a high social status in the future.
Every member of my maternal grandmother’s family knew about the Communists—their ideology and the
social structure they imposed on North Vietnam. We had all heard many stories told by northerners who had
escaped. Citizens in the North had no right to speak out against the government. The government nationalized
everything, so there was no free enterprise. The land redistribution policy worked only in theory; in reality, the
government took charge of and controlled all the land. One of my uncles, who did not leave the North in 1954,
was imprisoned because of his political opposition to the Communist government, but he managed to escape.
After he came south, he joined the Army of the Republic of Vietnam. He told us about the cruelty of the Viet
Cong.
*
In early 1975, the North Vietnamese soldiers captured many cities in South Vietnam. The South Vietnamese
army fought back and tried to keep the most important regions of the South even though they had few guns.
However, when the army failed to win battles, President Nguyen Van Thieu commanded the generals and captains
to send their soldiers back to Saigon.
No one could understand why the president made that decision. Disobeying his command, some generals
stayed behind with their soldiers to fight to the last. Other soldiers hurriedly took off their guns and uniforms, put
on civilian clothes, and joined the stream of people moving southward toward Saigon. Many people walked for
miles and miles. Others went in private ships by paying a large amount of money or gold. Thousands of people
died along the way from hunger and thirst. The Communists managed to take over many parts of South Vietnam
without fighting with the Army of the Republic of Vietnam, whose troops had retreated. With hundreds of
thousands of people all converging on Saigon, the city was in serious trouble. Schools and churches became
temporary shelters for the peo~le flooding into the city.
Before Saigon fell, many generals, admirals, soldiers, and sailors left Vietnam on their military airplanes or
ships. The army no longer protected Saigon. On April 26, 1975, the Communists bombed Saigon’s airport, which
destroyed the runways so that no planes could take off. The Viet Cong also set some houses in the central part of
the city on fire.
My family was desperate because we had no way to leave Saigon. Finally, my mother found a way. We left on
an American ship in the late evening of April 29, 1975. We had only two or three hours to pack our valuables.
After we got on the ship, all our clothes and valuables were stolen. Everyone in my family was left with only the
clothes he or she was wearing. My father was left behind because he had gone to look for other possible ways to
escape and we could not find him anywhere before we boarded the ship. My mother hoped that he would escape
later but my father is still in Vietnam.
*
There were about five thousand people jammed into the ship when it was designed to hold only about a
thousand. We had hardly any space to sleep. The members of my family took turns lying down. We received only
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one meal a day because there was not enough food for five thousand people. After sailing for five days, we
arrived at Subic Bay in the Philippines.
The next day we flew to Guam on an American airplane. We stayed in a tent city at Orote Point that had been
built to house Vietnamese refugees temporarily. It was so hot during the day and so cold at night in Guam. We
were fed three meals a day but we had to stand in line for long hours to get the food. We were provided with
toothpaste, soap, baby food, and much more. Each tent housed about fifteen persons. There were only a small
number of toilets and not enough water for bathing.
My mother was very sad and worried because my father was still in Vietnam and we had lost all our clothing
and money. She did not know how we would survive in a new environment in the United States. Feeling
depressed and discouraged, she signed up to return to Vietnam when she found out that a ship was being repaired
and loaded with provisions to take those who wished to go back to Vietnam.
But after a few days, my mother thought about her children’s future. She knew that she was now the head of
the family and if she returned to Vietnam by herself, our family would fall apart. So, she restrained herself and
tried to accept the tragic situation and removed her name from the list of people who wished to go back to
Vietnam.
When my mother and my aunt found jobs as interpreters in the camp, our two families were moved to another
“camp” in the Tokyo Hotel, where the families of interpreters were housed. My mother and aunt worked as
interpreters for six months, moving from one campsite to another. We children stayed in the Tokyo Hotel where
the living conditions were very comfortable. We had three meals a day and the food was better than the food in
the other camps. We did not have to stand in line waiting for food and we could watch a movie almost every
night. Every once in a while, we were allowed to have a party. Sometimes, we could go shopping if we went in a
group. That made us very happy.
I enjoyed living in the hotel and I made many friends there. We went to English class together and played
badminton and volleyball. I tried to get to know my friends as well as possible because I thought it might be the
last time we would live in a community of Vietnamese. I knew that after we got to America, we would be
scattered allover the United States. Furthermore, we would be busy working to earn a living in the new society.
All of us thought of the United States as a land of milk and honey with lots of jobs and opportunities for everyone.
After living in the Tokyo Hotel for six months, a Guamanian family offered to sponsor us. So, we decided to
remain in Guam. My family and my aunt’s family moved into the same house provided by our sponsor. My
mother and aunt found jobs in the same restaurant. After a few months, we had saved up enough money to move
out of the house our sponsor had put us in. We found two houses that were near each other for our two families.
The government provided us with food stamps and welfare.
*
We lived in Guam for almost three years. We were comfortable there, but my mother and aunt eventually
decided to move to California because it has a better climate and the largest Vietnamese population outside of
Vietnam. My mother had some close friends in San Francisco, so that was where we went.
My family is still living in San Francisco. My aunt’s family is in a house close by. My mother works in a
restaurant. All of us like California a lot because its weather is really nice, there is a large Asian population, and
Asian food is readily available. Being among Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, and especially Vietnamese, we feel that
it would be harder for white Anglo-Saxons to discriminate against us.
When we were still in Vietnam, my mother’s restaurant served many American soldiers. It was in this
restaurant where I first had some contact with Americans. Through the eyes of a young girl, Americans seemed to
be the richest people in the world. They ate the best food and drank a lot, spending an enormous amount of money
and leaving large tips. In fact, because the U. S. dollar was worth a lot more than Vietnamese money, the large
sums they spent were not an extravagance. With the salary that U. S. soldiers earned at that time, they could live
in Vietnam like rich men. They bought a lot of canned food, candy, clothes, and soap that Vietnamese sold on the
black market. The way they spent money confirmed the image that I had got from movies and television of
America’s wealth and power. I also appreciated the fact that Americans had come to help my country in the war
against Communism.
However, I began to develop a negative impression of Americans when many Vietnamese became corrupted by
the U. S. dollar. For example, many bars and nightclubs opened to cater to American soldiers. Young girls worked
in the bars because there they could earn higher salaries than could university professors. The number of
prostitutes multiplied. The number of drug users also increased tremendously.
Having lived in Guam and the United States for almost five years now, I am getting to know what American
society is really like. I am impressed by the materialistic world of the American people. They can buy all kinds of
cars, houses, clothes, and cosmetics. They are always trying to satisfy their materialistic needs, which they regard
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as absolutely necessary constituents of their lives.
*
I have also learned that the United States is a nation consisting of all the different races in the world. In theory,
America is a country that is open to everybody, but in reality, it is a country dominated by the Anglo-Saxon race.
Blacks and Asians are regarded as minority groups and they have a hard time fighting for equal rights in America.
They suffer from discrimination and racism because the Anglo-Saxons do not regard these minority groups as
“real” Americans. If individuals from these minority groups want to be recognized as Americans, they have to
work very hard to raise their racial status and to fight against cultural and racial barriers. I think minority groups
such as Vietnamese, Chinese, and Koreans should unite and work together for our rights in order to have a voice
in American society.
More than one hundred and fifty thousand Vietnamese are living in the United States today. We seem to have
grouped together in the states with warm weather and easy living, such as California, Texas, and Florida. When I
am asked what my Vietnamese identity means to me, I find it hard to answer that question. I left Vietnam when I
was thirteen years old, but I do know some basic facts about Vietnam’s four-thousand-year history.
The Vietnamese mind has been deeply influenced by Taoist, Confucian, and Buddhist concepts. All three are
important. The main Taoist idea is harmony. Confucianism is concerned about social structure. Buddhists believe
in reincarnation. These principles form the foundation of Vietnamese traditions, customs, and manners. Even
though Vietnam was dominated by the Chinese for a thousand years and by the French for a hundred years, the
Vietnamese people still kept their own social system and cultural values.
They enriched their culture with new ideas without sacrificing their own traditions. For example, the
Vietnamese people had designed a distinctive system of writing, but after coming into contact with Western
civilization in the nineteenth century, they adopted a new writing system based on the Roman alphabet. But the
grammar and vocabulary of the language remain the same.
Living in America, however, has changed some Vietnamese points of view because we are a highly adaptable
people. We are adopting both the good and bad sides of American culture. On the one hand, we are adopting a
new, liberal way of living. For example, women are supposed to have rights equal to those of men in America;
there is supposed to be no sexual or age hierarchy among Americans. Members of a family are more open in their
relationships with one another. Individuals are independent and make friends with all kinds of people, regardless
of their social status.
On the other hand, we have also adopted some of the materialism of America. We go to discotheques, smoke
cigarettes, and watch harmful movies. In some families, husbands and wives no longer respect each other.
As for me, I think I still have a strong sense of being Vietnamese. I try to cultivate Vietnamese culture by
reading and writing Vietnamese. When I have a family, I will teach my children whatever Vietnamese philosophy
and way of life that I know. I will teach them to speak, maybe even to write, the Vietnamese language so that they
will understand Vietnamese traditions. I hope all the Vietnamese in the United States and elsewhere in the world
will do the same thing to maintain our language and culture.
Right now, like many other young Vietnamese, I am trying my best to do well in school. I feel lucky to have an
opportunity to pursue higher education, so I am taking advantage of that. I shall never forget that millions of
people are being victimized by the Communists in Vietnam. I want to be a voice for those whose basic human
rights are not respected by the Communist regime. I shall inform the world that many people are suffering in socalled re-education camps, which are in fact concentration camps. When Vietnam is no longer ruled by
Communists, I shall return to my country and use my knowledge and skills to help reconstruct it.
173.5 Integrity Through Change\fn{by an unnamed female Vietnamese refugee (1962-

)}

North Vietnam (F) 5

The story of my family is a classic example of a family affected by the destructive forces of war and a series of
historical events that undermined a stable family structure. Although my family’s origins reflect the importance of
preserving Vietnamese culture, the lives of its members show the influence of Western culture on a people forced
to leave their homeland.
My family originated in North Vietnam. We were landowners who possessed farmland and produced
agricultural goods. Tenant farmers worked our land. My grandparents also owned other kinds of property. My
grandfather was a city magistrate—a mandarin in the king’s court. He and some of our other relatives were active
in making local government decisions. Their status influenced the values of our family, which were passed down
from generation to generation. We were greatly influenced by Confucian values that imbued us with a sense of
elitism because of our high social position.
Confucianism, a philosophy that originated in China, defined the roles and mutual expectations of various
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members of society with the goal of maintaining harmony and providing guidelines for social interactions. It
filtered into other countries in Asia; Vietnam was one of the countries greatly influenced by Confucianism, which
supported a strict social stratification of society, in which people in the upper classes were revered and respected.
These ideas persist among many Vietnamese.
Communism, in contrast, is an ideology that calls for the eradication of social stratification. It attempts to
dissolve class differences and to achieve equality of classes and sexes. Because the values and expectations of
Vietnamese families had been largely determined by the historical and cultural influences of Confucianism and
Buddhism, Communism posed a definite threat to the ideas that formed the foundation of our value system.
However, more than the fact that we disagreed with Communist ideology, survival was a concern that
superseded all other considerations during a time in a war when revolution was imminent. Survival was the
impetus that made us decide to leave our homeland.
*
My family was a typical extended family in Vietnam. It was composed of my grandmother, my mother, my
uncle, two aunts, my brother, two cousins, and me. All of us lived in a big house under the same roof. My
grandmother did not work; she devoted most of her time to Buddhist temples, where she did humanitarian work.
My older aunt, V——, and my uncle, T——, worked part time. Aunt V——. majored in Chinese linguistics and
philosophy in college, Uncle T—— majored in sociology, while my younger aunt, T——, majored in law. My
family’s income came primarily from my mother’s salary. She worked for the U. S. Air Force for twelve years as
an office personnel manager. That was a high position for a Vietnamese woman. Her salary was about two
hundred U. S. dollars a month. When changed into Vietnamese piasters, that was a lot of money. My brother and I
went to junior high school while my two cousins went to elementary school.
As my grandfather was a mandarin, all of us were exposed to Vietnamese literature and customs. My mother
worked all the time so I was mostly influenced by my uncle and aunts—especially my aunts. Aunt T——, who
was studying law, always talked about international and domestic legal issues. Aunt——V, meanwhile, taught me
the philosophy of life and told me how people should behave. From them, I learned a lot about how to treat people
and to be aware of those around me.
Sometimes we talked about my mother’s life—how she had met my father and how bad my father was. She
left him when I was only one year old; as a result, the other members of my family depended heavily on her. I
respected my mother a lot even though she was not close to me. I have always imitated her and have a strong
personality as a woman. With my aunts and my mother as my role models, I am an active, involved, and
outspoken individual.
In Vietnam, I had many friends from school and from my Buddhist Girl Scouts troop. My teachers loved me
very much because I was their best student in class. The values and philosophy I learned in school have shaped
my life, my attitudes, and my future. The culture and traditions of my native land are deeply ingrained in me.
Being Vietnamese means I must follow the ideologies, values, and beliefs that have persisted for thousands of
years, upon which the entire history and social and familial structures of Vietnam are based.
*
Two main factors forced my family to leave Vietnam. First, as the North Vietnamese invaded more and more
South Vietnamese territory, we knew that my mother, who had worked for the Americans for twelve years, would
be the first person in our family to be killed because the Communists fiercely hated the United States and anyone
associated with that country. If my mother died, then my family would live a nightmare and my brother and I
would become orphans—both fatherless and motherless.
Second, most of my family had been born in North Vietnam. We had moved to the South in 1954 to get away
from the Communist regime in the North. My family, a prosperous family, knew what life would be like under
Communism. We feared that the Communists might kill our whole family in revenge because we had moved to
the South back in 1954.
My mother decided that our family should go to the United States, while my two cousins would remain in
Vietnam with their mother and stepfather. The following paragraphs are from the diary I kept, which tells about
my adventures as we escaped to America.
*
Boom! Boom! My house was reverberating. It was about 9:00 P.M. Darkness and fear overwhelmed the whole
city of Saigon. The news kept coming that the North Vietnamese and their allies, the Viet Cong, were coming
closer and closer to the capital. They started shelling the city. Everybody ran around, not knowing what to do.
Everyone wanted to find a way to escape from Saigon. American officials were providing airplanes and ships
to evacuate those Vietnamese who had been affiliated with them or with American businesses. But not many
people had American connections, so they ran to the harbor and just jumped on any ship they saw. My family was
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also searching for a way to leave.
My mother managed to obtain passports and exit permits for us. We packed our suitcases although we did not
know what to bring. We could not say goodbye to our friends and relatives because we feared that if we failed to
escape, they might report us to the Communists when the latter captured Saigon in order to curry favor with the
new rulers. This entire day has been filled with terror and chaos.
*
When we arrived at Tan Son Nhut, about eight thousand people were jammed into that small airport. We were
waiting for our passport numbers to be called when suddenly, Boom! Boom! again. Everyone ran into the airport’s
hangars. The building into which my family ran was shaking, the windows were cracking, and glass was falling
on the floor.
We sat under a big table and prayed to Buddha. Some helicopters caught fire when bombs dropped on them.
People cried with frustration as they thought the Americans would leave all of us behind. Some impatient people
left the airport to return to their homes.
Around 7:30 P.M., the bombing stopped. People spread out blankets in what little space was available and ate
the food they had brought with them. Everyone stayed up through the night with the hope that the Americans
would take all of us. My grandmother, who had come to the airport with us simply to wish us bon voyage, ended
up leaving with us because she could not return home with bombs falling.
*
It rained. Perhaps Buddha was crying with us. Everybody was desperate because there were no signs of when
the Americans would evacuate us. More people returned to their homes. Fortunately for us, an organization called
the International Control Commission reached an agreement with the Communists to allow the Americans a few
hours to pick up all the people at the airport. When we heard that news, everyone was happy and hastily got in
line to board the helicopters.
Each person was allowed to bring only two pieces of clothing and nothing else so that the helicopters could
take more people.
*
The helicopters delivered people to several big U.S. Navy ships. About 11:00 A.M., my aunt turned on the
radio. The news said that our government had given up and now the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese had taken
over. We were shocked. Many people cried. There was no longer any hope that we might return to our homeland.
Living on the navy ship was to live like animals. People fought for space on the ship, the food was terrible, and
the toilet was just three pieces of wood hanging over the edge of the ship. Some people fell through the hole in the
toilet into the sea.
*
We have landed in Subic Bay, an American naval station in the Philippines. We felt much relief as the living
conditions on land were much better than at sea. The food tasted good but we had to wait in long lines for it.
After spending two days at Subic Bay, we flew to Guam where the climate was very hot. My mother was
busily taking care of the paperwork so our family could go to a camp on the U.S. mainland.
After three days in Guam, we flew to Fort Chaffee in Arkansas. We lived in a barrack. Every day we had three
meals and went to a learning center to learn English. Life in that camp was like a vacation. We were relaxed with
nothing to do. We lived at Fort Chaffee for three months.
Then a Lutheran church in Washington, D.C., sponsored us. But we could not bear the freezing snow in the
winter, so we moved to San Francisco after living in Washington, D.C., for only a year.
*
We have lived in San Francisco ever since.
My grandmother, who is now sixty-six years old, is living on social security payments. She spends her time in
Buddhist temples and in Chinatown shopping and visiting friends.
My mother is now forty-four years old and working as a head teller in a bank.
My uncle is twenty-eight years old and working as an electronics technician in San Jose. He will marry Miss B
—— next month. They had been. together for four years before they got separated in 1975. He waited for five
years for her to come to the United States. She escaped with her brothers and sisters as “boat people.”
Aunt V—— is thirty-eight years old, married, and has two kids. Her family is living with us. She stays home
to take care of her children.
My brother is nineteen and is a freshman at San Francisco State University.
I am seventeen and a freshman at the University of California.
*
My family has made the transition from North Vietnam to South Vietnam and then to the United States. We
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hope the United States is the last place in which we make our home. Members of my family feel quite settled and
we are satisfied with our lives. In time, my other aunt will also marry, and my brother and I will finish college and
have our own families, too.
Although we are comfortable in our new home, still our hearts yearn to return to our homeland—a place that
presently exists only in our imagination. Historical events and the present government in Vietnam have changed
my country enormously. It is no longer the country we remember. So, for now, we must accept America as our
home.
My experiences with American people have been largely influenced by the situations in which I have
encountered them. I have come to see that people tend to be more influenced by the circumstances in which they
find themselves than by some inner drive. It seems that individuals are greatly influenced by their environment
and act according to its constraints.
In Vietnam, my first contact with Americans occurred in 1965 when I met Jean and Betty who had come to
Vietnam as Baptist missionaries. They became close friends with my mother and aunts. Jean and Betty taught my
mother and aunts English; in return, my mother and aunts taught them Vietnamese. I remember that they took my
family out to eat several times. They were lovable people.
In 1966, another aunt of mine, M——, married Bill, an American soldier. They now live in Maryland. Because
I had considerable contact with Americans even before I left Vietnam, the American lifestyle—movies, music, and
clothing—has influenced me quite a lot.
While I was still living in Vietnam, I developed a positive image of Americans at school, through watching
television, and reading newspapers. People in South Vietnam regarded America as the most powerful country in
the world. In addition to supporting democracy in South Vietnam, Americans supplied food for the poor, so we
thought of the United States as a benevolent ally.
However, the American involvement also created an unequal relationship in which Vietnamese felt indebted to
the United States. That worked at times to the detriment of South Vietnam. Although American weapons were
very modern and powerful, in the end the Americans failed to win the war because they did not know how to fight
highly motivated guerrillas. Many antiwar organizations in the United States, eager to end the war in any way
possible, in effect became partners with the Viet Cong, which led to the collapse of the South Vietnamese
government.
War is a most ugly phenomenon that brings out the worst in people. No one wins a war; all are victimized by
its devastation. War affects people’s personalities in an insidious way: as fear turns inward, it destroys the sense
that people have of themselves. War distorts interactions between people in an unhealthy way.
Even though South Vietnam received a great deal of help from the United States, I would have to say that
America failed in its attempt to help our country. Americans weakened and almost destroyed the entire younger
generation. They introduced drugs such as marijuana and heroin and many young Vietnamese became addicts.
Wherever Americans went, prostitution always appeared, resulting in a large number of mixed-blood orphans,
abandoned by both their fathers and mothers. Americans also ruined the Vietnamese economy because it became
too heavily dependent on American dollars. After the GIs left Vietnam, prostitutes remained, trapped in a cycle of
heroin addiction and poverty. Homeless orphans roamed the streets. There was also a large number of
unemployed citizens.
In 1975, I felt thankful to Americans for helping my family get out of Vietnam and start a new life. But I
cannot appreciate America fully because this atonement is not enough compared with all the suffering that
Americans had caused the Vietnamese who now live under Communism. My image of America as a superior,
benevolent, and grandiose nation has disappeared. Despite its military power, the United States could not defeat
the much smaller army of North Vietnam.
Though some Americans are indeed benevolent, many think of themselves first and do not care about other
people. Americans may be grandiose in terms of their physical appearance, but often their minds are selfish and
immature. However, I have met many nice Americans who impressed me with their kindness and openness.
As I juggled these different images, I began to realize that American society contains a great variety of people
with many different perspectives on life. Not only that, but there are many races and nationalities in the United
States.
Perhaps my attitude toward America is too negative. In my opinion, American morality has declined because
America does not have a stable culture. Rather, it is made up of many different cultures. The strength of America
lies predominantly in its technological and economic achievements, but capitalism’s emphasis on profit-making
has resulted in avarice.
People judge each other according to how much money they have. Although wealth can reflect one’s status in
society, it does not indicate one’s true personality. Americans tend to focus on money-making more than on moral
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development.
*
I came to the United States when I was thirteen years old. I have lived here for almost five years now and will
soon become an American citizen. However, because of my moral and cultural heritage, I will still consider
myself a Vietnamese and not a Vietnamese American.
Vietnamese culture is so deeply ingrained in me that I do not think I can be Americanized. There are many
Vietnamese cultural values I will try to preserve.
At the beginning of Vietnamese history, two beings, Lac Long Quan from the “dragon lineage” and Au Co
from the “fairy lineage” became the founders of Vietnam. The dragon and fairy have been national symbols in
Vietnam for thousands of years. The dragon represents a grand, imperious force, undefeatable perseverance, and
ingenious talent. The fairy represents grace, beauty, freshness, delicacy, gentleness, and vivaciousness. Those two
beings symbolize a distinctive Vietnamese philosophy—to live powerfully and gracefully. Our culture points to
the union of two contrasting elements: father and mother, yin and yang, high and low.
I believe that the family is the best school for educating the young and is the best nursing home for elders. The
family is also a court in which a small group of people can mediate their differences. The family is a fundamental
institution in Vietnamese society. For foreigners to destroy Vietnamese society, they must first destroy the family.
All Vietnamese have been taught to respect their parents, elders, and teachers, and to protect their younger
brothers and sisters and never fight with them.
Vietnamese children learn to listen to, instead of talking back to, their elders. They should be polite to
everybody and never violate the laws that might disgrace a family’s reputation. These beliefs form the core of my
identity.
For an ideology to persist, it must be lived and not merely remembered. I must therefore follow the
fundamental values of my country in every respect of my life if I am to retain my identity as a Vietnamese and to
maintain my integrity as an individual.
After coming to the United States, I have gone through many transitions, confronting culture shock and
language differences. It took me quite a while to adjust to the new society. I am pursuing my academic career with
diligence and determination. I am majoring in electronic engineering, a major that enrolls only a small number of.
women.
My mother and other members of my family place no demands on me with regard to what major I should
choose. All they want is that I have a successful professional career. I am the one who must fulfill my family’s
dreams for a variety of reasons.
My brother has been handicapped since he was one year old. He had polio in his leg. At the time he was
afflicted, medical treatment for polio was still in its developmental stage. He thinks he is different from ordinary
people because of his physical appearance; his handicap has affected his perception of the world. He has many
dreams but he makes little effort to work toward his goals.
Neither my aunts nor my uncle had a chance to finish their college education. They were in their third and
fourth years of college when the events of 1975 dashed their hopes. They feel too depressed to start over again in
this country. Besides, they have to work to support themselves instead of depending on my mother’s earnings as
they had done in the past.
So, I am the one who must fulfill my family’s hopes by finishing college. Although many women are
discouraged from majoring in engineering because of its difficult courses, engineering is a worthwhile major:
after four years of study, we can earn a high income.
Sometimes I worry that I may not be able to pursue my engineering major because I am only seventeen years
old and my preparation in some technical areas is very weak. If my ability is not suited to engineering, then I shall
study law.
The opportunities afforded me in this country are vastly different from those in my homeland. Whatever
choices and commitments I make in order to benefit from these opportunities must take into consideration some
facts related to my ethnicity.
I am a Third World woman in a predominantly white, male-dominated society. I must contend with language
differences. I will face racism, both personal and institutionalized. I must fight such discrimination throughout my
professional career. In addition to these obstacles,
I must satisfy the desires and expectations of my family, particularly my mother. It is important to me to
maintain my “Vietnameseness,” but at the same time, I must succeed in American society. This is true for most
immigrants and it necessitates that we, as individuals and as ethnic minorities with distinct cultural backgrounds,
must make certain compromises if we wish to succeed in America.
342

253.17 Excerpts from Fake House: 1. Brother News From Home 2. For Gristles 3. Chopped Steak Mountain 4. In
The Vein 5. Hope And Standards: Five Short Stories\fn{by Linh Dinh (1963- )} Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam (M) 8
1
I was the only one who could read during the war. Everyone else in my unit was illiterate. Most of us were
fishermen and rice farmers from Thanh Hoa and Thai Binh provinces.
The other soldiers called me Brother News From Home. It was my job to read the letters sent from their wives,
girlfriends, and mothers when these arrived every few months.
At first each soldier would bring me his letter in private. They were shy about it, almost ashamed. For my
trouble, I would be paid with a cigarette, a spoonful of salt, or a sesame candy.
As we all got to know one another better, a ritual developed where I would read each letter out loud to
everyone. It was our sole entertainment and consolation. Standing in the middle of a circle, with all eyes on me, I
would give a dramatic performance of each missive, adding the necessary pathos, bathos, or humor through voice
inflection and hand gestures.
Anyone who refused to have his letter read out loud would be wrestled to the ground and tickled by the other
soldiers until he agreed to hand over his generic secret.
There was one stubborn soldier who would light a match to his letters before anyone could see them. He was
tall, muscular, but very shy. Whenever he had to look anyone in the eyes, he would bite his lip to keep from
smiling.
Reading so many letters, I quickly realized that most of them were written by essentially one person: a sweet,
caring, dull, and unimaginative woman. Occasionally there would be an odd detail in a letter to distinguish it from
the rest. One hysterical girlfriend wrote,
“They’re bombing Hanoi constantly. I almost wish a bomb would drop on me. That way that some bomb
would not drop on you.” In another letter she wrote,
“I’m certain I will die soon. How I wish you had made me pregnant. If the child survives us, then there is proof
that we had lived. If the child dies, then at least more of us had lived.” A Catholic mother wrote,
“Remember to keep the statue of the Virgin Mary in your mouth when you go into battle. Wear it around your
neck at all times, except when you evacuate your bowels, then you must take it off of course. Keep it in your
mouth when you’re sleeping.”
These peculiar details would illicit uproarious laughter from all those present. Crude comments were common.
Each life, when examined publicly, seemed unbearably ridiculous. Of course the only ones who were never
laughed at were those who never received any letters.
Although I was the designated letter reader, I myself never received any letters. As a matter of ethics I would
never change the contents of a letter as I was reading it, although occasionally, I would skip over unnecessary
words and paraphrase long-winded passages to improve comprehension.
Only once did I break my own rule. In a rambling letter a wife admitted to her husband that she was pregnant
with someone else’s child. I changed it to her announcing that their house had burned down.
It was a spontaneous and harrowing performance. In front of a laughing assembly I had to improvise several
hundred words without flinching. Luckily, my deceit was never found out, as the husband in question died in
battle the very next day.
Because this man’s letter was incinerated along with his knapsack, my integrity as a letter reader would survive
intact until the very end of the war.
2
I’m not ignorant, because I drive a truck for a living. I’ve been here and there. Once I drove all the way to
Lang Son, where I could look across the border into a foreign country: China. The cradle of civilization. The
Chinese buildings were different. They tended to be taller, for once, and had bits of red paint on them. Chinese
buildings are not the same as Vietnamese buildings. Those who claim otherwise are stupid.
Do you know that scientists used to think monkeys were vegetarians? This fact I gleaned from reading Today’s
Knowledge, a journal I highly recommend. Today’s Knowledge now claims that monkeys are not vegetarians.
They only become vegetarians in zoos. Meat is too expensive, and too messy. Recently scientists were able to
videotape monkeys actually eating their own kind. A group of male monkeys had chased a monkey of a slightly
different coloring onto a linden tree. They stood on the ground and shook the linden tree until the stranded
monkey fell down. Then all pounced on him and tore him to bits. The females of the tribe had been on the
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periphery of the action, but they, too, were able to share in the feast by trading in what you would call bib lical
knowledge for gristles.
No startling fact: monkeys killing monkeys. I, too, have killed a few monkeys myself, when I drove my truck
down the Ho Chi Minh Trail during the war.
And just last week I accidentally killed a man when his motorbike swerved into my path. It was late at night,
on the road between Soc Trang and Can Tho. Although I didn’t have my headlights on (to save gas), he should
have heard me coming. He didn’t, of course, because he was wearing a helmet.
I should have stopped to see how he was doing after I ran over him, but I have a family to take care of: a wife
with tuberculosis and a beautiful daughter about to get married to a Sri Lankan.
Do you know where Sri Lanka is? Somewhere in Europe, I’ve been told. What does it matter? He offered me
two thousand dollars for my daughter’s hand. Truth is, I would have given her to him for next to nothing. My
daughter Hoa, age seventeen, is the most beautiful girl south of the ninth parallel.
“Daddy, do you have to get on an airplane to go to Sri Lanka?”
“Yes, you do.”
“Will there be mosquitoes on an airplane?”
“There will be many mosquitoes on an airplane, but they will all be stuck to the floor because of the
pressurized air.” Hoa looked worried. I continued:
“Listen, you’re getting married to a Sri Lankan. An older Sri Lankan, considerably older, true, but still a Sri
Lankan. You’re going to Europe, to an industrialized society where people work with shiny machines, and not off
the land. There is no future in working off the land.”
And there really is no future in working off the land. Our weather is screwed up. We didn’t have a dry season
this year. So much water, so many snails. That’s all my neighbors talk about nowadays: the snail plague. Go see
for yourself. On every rice stalk are clusters of tiny red eggs. Snail eggs.
3
From the top of Chopped Steak Mountain, you can see everything: Tibet; the next mountain; Ypsilanti,
Michigan; and, on a clear, sunny day, the Jefferson Memorial in Washington, D.C.
Three kinds of palm trees on Chopped Steak Mountain: coconut (to drink), betel (to chew), and rattan (to make
furniture with).
An awesome variety of edible animals on Chopped Steak Mountain: hedgehogs, boa constrictors, mongooses,
howling monkeys. Although edible, they ain’t too easy to catch. That’s why I subsist on a diet of bananas and
coconuts.
I live in this hut here, beneath this banyan tree. There's nothing inside it but a cot and a rifle. The mud walls are
decorated with pages torn from a Sears catalog. Just looking at this lawn mower can bring tears to my eyes.
There’s a gargling brook nearby where I perform my ablutions. I wash a hundred times a day, just to cool off.
You don’t need a fancy wardrobe in this weather. No winter coats. No three-piece suits. No hats, gloves, or
socks. No pants, actually. If you walk around with all your gear hanging out, no one says shit.
There are no other live souls on top of Chopped Steak Mountain but me.
During the day, I wander in the forest and dig up the odd cassava and eat it. I climb a tall tree and just perch on
it for a while. I never enter the forest at night. Too many eyes in the forest at night. Lots of dead souls on Chopped
Steak Mountain.
The light slanting through the trees is most beautiful at dusk. Everything is bathed in a pink glow. The brook is
aquamarine.
There is this peculiar monkey in the forest. They should name it after me; I discovered it. What it is, is a
chameleon monkey. Sometimes it has black limbs, a white head, and a brown body. At other times, brown limbs, a
black head, and a white body. I’ve seen it switch colors right in front of my eyes. Each time it spots me from afar
it grabs its dick and jabbers on in monkey gibberish.
The ghosts are just apparitions and I don’t pay them no mind. They’re just phantoms.
One time I found a ghost napping on the ground. His cammies were caked in red and brown. He heard me
coming, woke up, snapped a salute, and shouted:
“USMC! First Marine Division! Mike Company! Third Battalion! Second Regiment! Fourth Platoon! Fifth
Squad!”
I’ve found out on another occasion that this ghost’s name is Chuck.
I sit down on this burnt log to write myself a postcard:
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“Au contraire, mother, I’m still alive. I hope you are too. I don’t know what year it is in Kentucky, but here it’s
always 1969, the year of the White Album. Until I hear from you, that’s a joke, say hello to my sweetheart,
another joke. Before I enlisted, I politely asked Janny to put on her wet and wily birthday suit to take a dip in the
golden pond with me, but the bitch had the balls to turn me down. I love you, anyway.”
I wrote that postcard in my head because I had no pen to write with. I write a postcard a day. I’ve penned at
least a million postcards during my time on Chopped Steak Mountain.
Here’s how I fish: I cut a finger and dip it in the brook. A blue fish comes up and bites it, hard, but’s well worth
it. Stubborn and stupid, the fish won’t let go even as I yank its wiggly ass out of the water. Sometimes, though,
my bleeding finger droops and drools in the brook fr hours on end, wasting all that blood, nothing to show for it.
There is no salt or sugar on Chopped steak Mountain. What I miss most is ketchup. Mustard also. The cheap,
yellow kind. What I wouldn’t do for a nice c-rat of ham and lima bens. Good Lord! The good times now seem
better and the bad times not so bad.
I came here on a 707, with a camera slung around my neck. I was only twenty-one years old then. When we
sighted land, I thought,
“What a beautiful country!”
I also thought they were going to shoot us right out of the sky. As I deplaned the heat slapped me on the face.
Why didn’t they tell me about this frigging heat?! When I first came here, I thought,
“Let’s hope the changes this place makes on me will be minimal, and I can go home as my true self.”
But what began as an interruption of my life has turned into my life. Now I would sit on top of a tree and think,
I do not care where I am. I have no memories. I was never born in Kentucky.
Every now and then a plane flies over, always an airliner, never a Huey or a Chinook, and I aim my M-16 at its
gleaming fuselage, just in jest, and make popping sounds with my mouth. Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! I ain’t got no
bullets left.
I ain’t got no teeth left either. They rotted off years ago. They hurt so bad at one point I thought my skull was
rotting.
Should a Via Kong be ambling up this way, I'd level my rifle at him, “Hello, Charlie!”, but, like I said, I ain’t
got no bullets left.
Halfway down the mountain, there are these houses on stilts, a village inhabited by Montagnards. That’s a
French word, meaning “mountain retards.”
Once I did venture halfway down the mountain, I was hiding in the bush, watching the Montagnard ladies dip
their boobs into the gargling water. I became so vexed and sorrowful I had to hightail my ass up the craggy
mountain before I did something unwholesome. Never again.
Janny, who must be wrinkly by now, is most likely a grandmother. Maybe you’re dead already. I came so close
to knowing you. You bit me like a blue fish, but you let go of my finger when I tried to lift you out of the water.
All the ladies come back, the girlfriends, the whores, even those glimpsed just once on the streets, one by one,
when I sleep alone at night.
I sleep inside this parachute. The mosquitoes are the size of woodpeckers on Chopped Steak Mountain.
One night, as I was lying inside my parachute reciting the streets of my hometown: Melody Lane, Lily Pad
Circle, Baseline Drive, Telegraph Road, I heard a loud snoring sound. I went on reciting: Yelling Boulevard,
Hunting Pack Street, Frog Pond Drive …. but the snoring got louder and louder. It must have come from the
biggest 205 set of lungs in the world.
I wasn’t going to give in. I started screaming: Square Deal Road! Lick Skillet Drive! Possum Road!
Greenback Street! The snoring stopped.
This morning I saw Chuck sleeping on the ground but he did not get up to salute me. I squatted down next to
his head and was surprised to notice that he was old, like me, and not a young soldier. He had a hurt, sorrowful
expression, with some accusation in it. His mouth was wide open and his eyes were slightly open.
About eight miles from here, in a part of the woods I never go into, is my downed helicopter. I was a Scarface,
with more than three hundred missions to my credit. I worked the Delta to the DMZ. Every now and then I would
manage to be at 1st MAW headquarters with enough time for a lunch break. The chow was fantastic: thick, juicy
steaks; baked potatoes with sour cream; apple pie; and vanilla ice cream.
A hilarious memory: I once saw a Filipino queer impersonating Mick Jagger at a USO show. He was good too.
The shit you remember.
The capital of Kentucky is Frankfort, population: 20,000.There was a nice tavern at the corner of Broadway
and Madison, where you could get an excellent roast beef sandwich for 89 cents.
My favorite sport is football. My second favorite sport is baseball. I was a pitcher in high school, with a
fastball that topped off at eighty miles an hour.
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The stadium in Lexington can hold seventy thousand people. I was there at least a dozen times. We always sat
in the cheapest seats, me and my father.
My old phone number is 732-0806. Janny’s phone number is 922-7908.
I was only supposed to be here for eleven months and twenty days.
I was not born in this country, but I will die in this country.
4
I was hesitating in front of the Holiday Lounge, a place I had been a thousand times. I took out my cash and
counted it again. Twenty-seven dollars—five cents a day for 540 days. I started to walk away but thought, fuck it
turned around, and walked right into the Holiday Lounge.
I had forgotten how stale the air was, like tuberculosis, like the air on a Greyhound bus. Everything else was
familiar: the drop ceiling like a vast Mondrian; the mural fragment of a waterfall, showing a pair of female legs
dipping into a green pool; the Tiffany lamps dangling over the bar, with yellow tinsel garlanded between them; the
portrait of a crying clown; the painting of a stag; the curving red-velvet wall, rubbed raw in spots, behind the
small stage.
I strode straight for the end of the bar and found myself a seat. There were maybe eight customers in the whole
place: an old man in his late seventies, arthritic and trembling; two tittering Bolivians; a black queer on a recon
mission … a chubby girl was dancing on stage. Norman was behind bar.
“Remember me?” Norman squinted behind his bifocals.
“Steve?”
“No, Tony.”
“Did you move away?”
“I moved to Holmesburg, Norman, for eighteen months!”
“What did you do, mug somebody?”
“Possession.” Norman looked skeptical.
“How long did you serve?”
“Eighteen months.”
“Only eighteen months?” The guy next to me leaned over:
“Hey, I was in Nam for eleven months. I’d rather go to jail for eighteen months than go to Nam for even a
fuckin’ day.”
The vet looked a little too young to be a Vietnam vet. His face was smooth, his eyes smiling. Maybe they had
sent him in as the NVA tanks were rolling into Saigon.
“Both of you guys are losers,” Norman said. Then, to me, finally:
“What would you like?”
“A Bud and a double Stoli.”
The chubby girl wasn’t so chubby after all. Her thighs were chubby but not her breasts. She had dyed-black
hair, black lips, and black nails, a Gothic chick. Her bra and panties were still on and she was prancing around not
doing much, someone you’d see at the beach. I tilted my Bud toward my lips but managed to miss them, spilling
beer on my shirt. The vet laughed.
“It’s a two-dog night tonight. The other one ain’t so hot either.”
“She’s all right,” I said.
“No, she’s not.” The Vet laughed.
The other one, a very tall blonde, was making her round collecting tips. She was wearing a countrified outfit,
plaid top and bottom, all ranchy and homey. She had a kind, bewildered face, a face to wake up next to. She was
rubbing her ass against the old man’s knee. She wiggled and wiggled while Grandpa trembled, before saying
coquettishly,
“Stop digging!” The vet whispered,
“Whores, the whole lot of them.”
Two days before I was released, Lady Di died. We were sitting in the day room watching it on TV, all seven of
us except Fila Khiem, a Cambodian punk we called Pol Pot Belly, who was napping in his cell. Hank, a burly
blond guy with a greasy goatee, a shit surgeon in a previous life, stood up and solemnly said,
“The world has just lost a beloved slut, ladies and jism, but it will soon gain another one.”
Everyone burst out laughing. Mitch leaned his fat frame into me, slapped his tree-trunk thigh, and said,
“Sheeiiiiit!”
“Give this jailbird a beer and a shot on me,” the Vet said to Norman.
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We clanked bottles. The Vet rolled up his shirt sleeves.
“Check this out.” I saw a slight, almost imperceptible discoloration of the skin on the inside of his right elbow.
“Shrapnel,” the Vet explained. “You know, in many ways I’m glad I went to Nam. Once you’ve been shot at,
once you know that your life can end—just like that!—before you even had a chance to do anything, there is this
whole new other dimension to your life. Some experiences mark you as a—”
“Excuse me,” I cut the Vet short, “I have to make a phone call.”
“Asshole,” I muttered as I walked to the pay phone near the men’s room to call my mother.
“Mom?”
“Tony?”
“I’m out, Mom.”
“You’re out?!”
“I told you last week I’d be out on Tuesday.”
“Jesus!”
“I’m in a bar having a beer.”
She started to talk to someone else away from the phone. I noticed the new pinball machine. Johnny
Mnemonic: Meet the Ultimate Hard Drive. Then:
“You want to talk to Uncle Aaron?”
“Sure.”
Uncle Aaron was my mother’s boyfriend. They had been going steady for about three years.
“How you doin’, Tone?”
“I’m okay, Uncle Aaron.”
“Good to hear from you, very good to hear from you, kid. Listen: I have a bottle of cognac here; we can shoot
the shit later:”
“Sounds good, Uncle Aaron.”
“Listen: You know I’ve been diagnosed with prostate cancer?” He already sounded plastered.
“Prostate cancer?”
“Yeah, just a month ago. Listen! You know what I'm saying?! It’s like this: The good Lord is always fuckin’
with you, one way or another; you go to jail for selling rocks, I have prostate cancer.”
“I’m sorry, Uncle Aaron.”
“You’re sorry?! I’m so sorry. He fucks with you to wean you away from all this bullshit, you know what I’m
saying?”
“I’ve got to go, Uncle Aaron:”
“And you want to know something else: your sister ran off with a Chinaman!” My mom came back on the
phone:
“It’s all right, Tony. He’s a biker but only half Chinese. Adopted, I think. I’ll tell you about it when you get
home.”
I returned to my seat and saw that the tall blonde was dancing. She had stripped to her panties, baring tan lines
and a pair of
pancake tits. Many more people had come in: two guys in business suits; an E-Z Park attendant; a house-painting
crew...
“This one flashes,” the Vet advised. She was folded in half and leering at me through her V-shaped legs. Then
she flopped down onto her stomach, her ass sticking up and jiggling in a riding motion. This is what I must have
looked like to them.
“Three inches deep and all that power over us,” the Vet opined.
“Five inches,” I said. Meaning the asshole. Hankenstein jammed his big toe into me before he enlarged me
with a razor. He inverted it into my slot and stroked up. Mitch was sitting on my back, holding me in a half
nelson, while two guys, Timothy and Rufus, were sitting on my legs.
She dimmed her eyes and stroked herself through her pink panties and, for a nanosecond, pulled the partition
aside to give me a glimpse of what they were hallucinating.
“She’s winking at you, kid,” the Vet triumphantly said, as if he was responsible. I drained my Bud.
“How do you fit four faggots on a bar stool?”
“I don’t know.”
“You turn it upside down.”
“Ha, ha, that’s pretty good, ‘you turn it upside down!’ I got one for you: Why do women wear makeup and
perfume?”
“Why?”
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“Because they’re ugly and they stink!” I saw the Vet’s sallow face framed by mud, with shit in his mouth, shit
in his eyes.
“Do you know that in prison you lick your own spoon after every meal?”
“Whoa! Is this a joke?”
“Yeah! And one time this guy, Hankenstein, fucked me with my own spoon!”
“It was past midnight when I left the Holiday Lounge. It had apparently rained hard while I was inside.
Puddles pitted the streets.
My face felt tingly. I had to stop twice to throw up. I took out my money and counted it. I had exactly $1.75
left, enough for bus fare plus 15 cents. The ride to my mother’s house would take at least an hour.
At the bus stop there were only me and some pale kid, maybe twenty, with a red goatee. He was sporting a
brown fedora and a muscle-T, to showcase at least a thousand dollars’ worth of ink on his spindly arms. All kinds
of bullshit: LA VIDA LOCO, a scorpion, a knife through the heart, a crying clown, four aces … I looked left, then
right, before walking up to him:
“Yo, buddy, you got a cigarette?” He gave me a Camel, but at arm’s length.
“You got a light?” He pulled out a Zippo lighter.
And this is exactly what happened next: As he came close, I grabbed the hair on both sides of his face, spat out
my cigarette, and gave him a full kiss on the lips. He tried to scream, but I bit his nose, hard, and would not let go
until he slackened.
Then I let him go. The sorry-assed faggot knelt on the ground for about a minute, wide-eyed and breathing
through his mouth.
“Now,” I blubbered, “can I kick you in the vein?”
5
It used to be a big deal to go to Soc Trang. Now anyone can do it.
There was this miserable, vindictive road made up of rocks and potholes, which got you to the ferry landing
after about two and a half hours. This ferry went back and forth often enough, but stopped operating at 9 P.M., and
sometimes even earlier, without warning, so you had to sleep on a hammock in a dingy café all night long if you
didn’t get back in time on your return trip.
Once I slept outside on the grass with my motorcycle chained to my ankle. I used a sheet of paper for my
pillow. When I woke up in the morning, every inch of my skin was covered with mosquito bites. I had lain down
worrying about ghosts and not mosquitoes. Maybe it was because I was drunk. (You tend to think of ghosts when
you’re drunk.) I lay on my paper pillow and stared up at the grinning moon and thought about shooting star
ghosts, the variety with only a head, and entrails dangling down. I also thought about the boy in my village who
had slept outside one night, only to wake up in the morning in the middle of a bamboo thicket. They had to chop
through all that bamboo to get him out.
Now, with this new paved road, anyone can get to Soc Trang in less than an hour.
There is no more glamour to Soc Trang. But I’ve been to Soc Trang dozens of times before, so it doesn’t really
matter to me. I know all the karaoke cafés on April 30th Street. There, you will often find me sitting in air
conditioning, singing the latest hits with the prettiest hostesses. I’ve even been to Can Tho three times, and once I
reached the outskirts of Saigon. Generally speaking, though, it takes so much effort to go anywhere. That’s why
many of us die in the same house we’re born in.
But there is really little difference between Soc Trang, Can Tho, and the outskirts of Saigon. Everywhere there
are too many people living in ugly houses. I’ve lived in Vinh Tho all my life, so I’m very tired of it, but I’ve been
told by outsiders that it’s a gorgeous village.
The only thing I like about Vinh Tho are the fields surrounding it. When I was a kid, I would wander the dirt
roads alone late at night and pretend I was going to a foreign country. This was when there were no TVs, when we
didn’t know what foreign countries were like.
I used to look at the sky and think,
“This sky covers the whole earth, every single country on earth, and not just this crappy village.”
I also liked to look at the sea, and the many stars above it, before my family bought me a place on a boat to
escape from Vietnam. That’s how we ended up destitute. I was only ten then. Before we even got a mile offshore,
they caught us. Inside a pocket sewn shut into my shorts, I had three hundred dollars.
“This should last you a year in America,” my mother had assured me.
But the cops weren’t stupid. Back on land, they strip-searched us and took everything away. In the holding
cell, I saw an old woman swallow a wad of dollars, a few crumpled bills at a time, before they could get to her.
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“It’s better to turn money to shit,” her eyes said to me, “than to let these assholes steal them.”
What would I be now if I had made it to a foreign country? Maybe a taxi driver. I hear they make good money
over there. As long as I don’t have to talk too much, I’ll be fine. Maybe I’d have my own business, something
modest, a noodle shop catering to other Vietnamese.
Many people from our village did manage to escape, however, including some of the boys I grew up with.
When they returned years later, they all looked rich and foreign.
Thuan was my next door neighbor. I used to beat him up all the time. He was dark and scrawny, a very ugly
kid, but he escaped by boat when he was eleven. When he came back four years ago, he was this giant of a man.
He stood with his legs wide apart and sat with his legs wide apart. He wore a white T-shirt with a laughing duck
on it. He slapped me on the back and shouted,
“How it’s going?!”
Easy enough for you to say. What do you mean “how it’s going”?! He bought everyone drinks at the café.
“I can’t drink Saigon beer”—he would frown—“always gives me a fuckin’ headache! Only Tiger beer for me!”
He stayed for two weeks and married the prettiest girl in our village.
It must be the cool weather that makes them so big. Near 143 the equator, in the tropics, you sweat all your
calcium and vitamins away. And it can’t hurt that they drown themselves in milk and butter all day. In our village
there is only yogurt. When I have children, I will make them eat a cup of yogurt a day. There are no advantages in
being a little man.
Most of the pretty girls in our village have been claimed by the returning Viet Kieu, a development that has
raised hope and standards. Even the ugliest girls are waiting to be hooked up with a Viet Kieu.
But no Viet Kieu has returned for a while. They are all married perhaps, some to American women no doubt.
Perhaps the word is out that there are no more pretty women to be had in our village.
This past January a city woman reeking of imported perfume showed up at the Phoenix, our new six-room
hotel, and stayed for two days. She would sit at a table at the edge of the market, sipping her iced coffee, and
scrutinize all the young girls walking by. A crowd stood and stared at her from across the street. She had a certain
way of stirring the ice in her glass that drew the ire of all those present. I was told that she offered certain girls
five hundred dollars, others a thousand, to marry Taiwanese men. Incredibly, no one accepted.
We all know that any Taiwanese man who would come to Vietnam to buy a bride is probably old, crippled, or
retarded, but it is sheer madness to pass up a thousand bucks and a chance to go to a foreign country. But I’m
speaking from a male perspective, of course. No Viet Kieu or foreign women have ever come to our village to
claim any one of us.
I may be stupid but I know this much: any woman can get married if she would only lower her standards. This
is not true for a man: He needs to have money, status, or looks, in that order. Thao, one of the chosen ones, said to
everybody,
“Who wants to go to Taiwan when, with a little patience, you could go to America?”
Thao was nineteen, a real beauty, perhaps the last pretty girl in our village. She had an upturned nose and a
face like a chinaberry. All her teeth were real. Her only drawback was that she had no breasts and had to wear a
padded bra, although the city woman couldn’t have known that.
I used to have a crush on Thao. We all did. But that was when I was just a kid, before I wised up to the ways of
the world. An average guy like me can only hope to buy an illusion of love from such a pretty woman. That’s why
I go to Soc Trang.
I know for certain Thao wears a padded bra. We have a tradition in Vinh Tho. During the Mid-Autumn
Festival, all the youths in our village form a line to do the snake dance. Alternating boy, girl, boy, girl, and holding
hands, we dance in a line under the full moon around a bonfire. Married people, old people, and kids, who are not
allowed to participate, cheer us on by clapping and hollering. At the climax of the dance everyone makes a big
whooshing sound and the entire line collapses forward. That’s your opportunity to grab the crotch of the girl
behind you, and press your own crotch against the girl ahead of you. Thao was behind me and that’s how I found
out she wore a padded bra.
The same city woman returned to the Phoenix in May. This time she only stayed for one day. A month after she
left, Thao disappeared.
We all had a good laugh over it. Taiwan turned out to be not so bad after all, but Thao, after being so stuck up,
was too embarrassed to say a proper good-bye to her home village. By contrast, all the girls who married Viet
Kieu had big wedding banquets where they could gloat and show off their jewelry.
Cementing our suspicion, her father immediately tore down their little thatch hut to build a little brick house.
This brick house already has a nickname. People are calling it “Made In Taiwan.”
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Some people said her father had beaten her into making this decision. They claimed to have heard her cry and
scream in the middle of the night, but rumors are always swirling around our stupid little village, and I don’t
believe half of them.
The old man, being as proud as his daughter, will not reveal where his daughter has gone. He doesn’t have to
deal with us anymore, since he no longer has to pump tires and fix bicycles at the market. Living off the money
she’s sending back, no doubt, he can stay in the privacy of Made In Taiwan all day long, to get drunk and sleep
and get drunk.
The wine seller, Mr. Trung, the only man who sees Thao’s father regularly anymore, is letting us in on a secret.
The old man has apparently told him,
“No! No! No! No! My daughter did not marry a Taiwanese! We have much higher standards than that! She
didn’t even marry a Viet Kieu but an American. A real American! She will sacrifice her youth to suck this guy
dry! Within five years we’ll get a divorce. Then she’ll get her American citizenship. Then she’ll bring me to America. I’m not that stupid!”
24.169 The Way Station\fn{by Do Phuoc Tien (1966-

)}

Da Nang, Da Nang Province, Vietnam (M) 3

I wandered for a long time through the coastal provinces. My pointy skull got even longer. Like a long, faded
ear of corn. With the cross-eyed guy from Chao Zhou, I hunted antiquated clocks on the walls and tables, I
gathered old eyeglass frames, gas cans from the fishing boats, helicopter metal. In short, I lived off scrap metal.
For example, the bulky hooks from the cranes on the agricultural construction sites, or the steel chains that could
chain up a tractor. My business didn’t go too well. Mainly because in a tropical climate the rain and the sun come
and go without any warning. One day, our pockets were empty. Stunned, we had to look reality in the face: we
were both scrawny, lazy men. We never did have much luck. If luck would have been of any use in the scrap
metal trade.
The Chao Zhou was as scrawny as a wisp of straw, unstable, shifty, terribly stingy. He drags a huge clock
around with him. It’s his loudspeaker, his talisman.
Unhappiness made us vindictive, quarrelsome, morose. My companion spent the days laughing maniacally.
That monstrous, ridiculous clock reverberated miserably through the slums, the back alleys. Tumbling in the
wind, it echoed over the deserted rooftops, spreading its surreal cries of hunger and thirst, calling to us all those
who had scrap metal to trade. Then one day we were destitute. We collapsed on the side of a cesspool where they
raised catfish. Panting, convulsed with hunger, we dreamt of a sweet-and-sour soup full of giac fruit. An
enormous soup. Our stomachs turned. It suddenly became clear: our baseness, our regrets, our fear of the future.
Time passed.
The Chao Zhou got to his feet first. He pulled together his failing strength. He said that in spite of it all he and
I were men, that a dream soup couldn’t nourish a great ambition, that our nightmare of wandering had to end right
here, on the edge of a catfish cesspool, that our salvation wouldn’t come like tropical rains, that heaven would
never provide for us, that you had to hunt it down, like you hunted a woman, had to seize the moment, bite into it,
even if it meant taking from the pockets of others. And that … and that … hundreds of “that’s;” they all stank of
dried gudgeon fish, of coconut cake. I listened, listless. A deep weariness. I felt my body disintegrate, my will
dissolve.
Spring came. In desperation we separated. I left for the North, fleeing the salt marshes, the mauve-colored
dusks that haunted my vagabond dreams. The Chao Zhou left for the far South. And that was how we began our
plan.
The home of Liem the Chinese was easy to find. A dazzling gate lacquered red. Rising around it, a hedge of
longan and bilinga trees. Already, it was sinking into decrepitude. Walls whitewashed with lime. The roof, with its
alternating male and female tiles, gaped open. Toward the back, the building looked like a real rat trap. An old
wooden staircase led to the first floor. A fireplace stood out like an old broom. The whole place had something
sinister, unsettling about it. The city lay under a constant swirl of dust. Desperate, silent, dismal little taverns lined
the narrow back alleys.
According to the plan, I was to work for the Chinese for two years, the time needed to get back on my feet. I
had to do a bit of everything: taste the wine, stuff Chinese sausages, marinate the chicken in herbs, make the
“thousand-year-old” pickled eggs and, if I was lucky, still have time left to ponder the art of making sweet-andsour noodles with ten different kinds of meat or steamed carp. If one day I could master the art of fondue in satay
sauce, his entire culinary empire would fall into my hands. Don’t forget, this was the kitchen of a restaurant owner
from Ha Mon. This was the solution that the Chao Zhou and I had agreed on.
To be honest, I’m good for nothing. But for several seasons now I’ve worked like an ox, and I’m just clever
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enough to understand that I’m going to have to work even harder if I don’t want to be squashed like an ordinary
cockroach. Like everyone else, I have the right to eat my fill, sleep peacefully, maybe even escape my loneliness.
I really liked the Khmer, a pensive, generous man who was as dark and fat as a field rat. When you are in the
same wretched situation, share the same fate, you accept each other easily, fall quickly into solidarity—at least
that’s what I think. Our friendship was sealed thanks to a cigarette lighter that snapped when you opened it. The
Khmer liked it a lot, even though it clashed with his rubber tobacco pouch. At night, while I hid in a corner to eat
the pork spareribs I had stolen the night before, the Khmer, a sarong rolled over his stomach, would quietly roll a
cigarette in front of the oven. He had worked for Liem the Chinese for a long time, a very long time, maybe even
before my miserable self came into the world. All you had to do was watch the way he butchered the animals to
be sure of it. He slaughtered like one of the Binh Xuyen gang: His knife ripped the stomach toward the throat,
slightly to the left. In general, Khmers don’t like to change their profession or place of residence. Like tropical
plants, they wilt when they are uprooted.
The Khmer’s workload was terribly heavy. Each week, on top of his regular job, he had to kill two or three
goats. Sometimes four if the restaurant was going well. They bought kid goats and fattened them tenderly,
carefully, until their coats shone like sesbania sprouts at the end of winter. Then we force-fed them a strong canesugar alcohol, attached empty tin cans to their tails and chased them through the town until they collapsed from
exhaustion. They expired quickly under the Khmer’s expert blade, next to his sweaty body, his haggard, languid
gaze.
The restaurant was open all day. But it was late at night, after the tornadoes of dust had subsided, that it really
bloomed.
Another man lived there: he was the guest of honor. A swatch of flowered fabric wrapped around his hip, he
swept the terrace with a jet of water and then, with an innate dignity, set the tables. A corpulent Indian placed a
two-handled pot on the hearth, with an indifferent, contemptuous air. The Khmer salted the smoked goat quarters.
Me, I mashed the meat with a noisy grinder. By the time they lit the gas lamp, the Chinese was slightly drunk. A
glass of wine mixed with soda in his hand, he chuckled jovially with his guests, evaluating each dish we served
with the eye of an inquisitor. The Chinese had his own work. He reserved certain tasks for himself, forbidding us
to do them. For example: Hanging the lamps, serving wine, cashing money and making change were all part of
his exclusive domain.
The Indian always finished first. While we cleaned up, he would retire to a comer and drone interminable,
monotonous prayers in front of a tiny oil lamp. His squat body slumped over as he entered deeper into dialogue
with the Spirit.
Once I had piled up my ten piles of sawdust, I would find a way to go see Chu. She lived on the first floor.
There I could relax a bit, savor the peace of the soul as if I were in my own home (that is, if ever I were fated to
have one). Chu was there, day in and day out, seated in the middle of a pile of plastic roosters that sang when they
jumped on their springs. The Chinese had declared the first floor off limits to everyone except the maid, Hoa. I
entered through a skylight on the roof, tense, feverish, I would approach Chu. I knew that I was not the only one.
One morning, I saw the Chinese come down first and go straight to the fountain. The Khmer was rinsing the
earthenware pots used to mix wine and goat’s blood. The Chinese drew near, pressing his face up against the
Khmer’s neck. They stared each other down for a long time. The Chinese pulled out the lighter that clicked when
it opened, looked at it for a moment and then placed it on top of an earthenware jar next to the Khmer. He left
without a word.
Chu told me that ever since she could sit up she had lived up there in that wooden cage. She told me that she
would stay there until the room collapsed, until it crumbled under the piles of sawdust that rose up from below. I
didn’t believe her. For lunch I ate the cakes she put aside for me, just to pacify her, lull her into thinking of me as
a harmless child. I massaged her tired, decrepit muscles. I listened to her talk on nights bathed in the silvery light
of the full moon; she would search the clouds that drifted over the rooftop. And she forced me to rap in cadence
with the passage of time, the time that hurtled through the male and female tiles, that darted through the dark,
twisting alleys. Life down there was violent, wrapped in its trance; even the Chinese himself didn’t belong to her
world. She was half-paralyzed, one leg and an arm were useless.
The Chinese treated us well. I never doubted my boss’s generosity. I understood and admired the tenacity, the
will, the pride of the men from Xiamen, and more generally, of the Chinese, who had struggled to restore dignity
to their race. All Liem the Chinese had was Chu. There was no question that he suffered. The alcohol in soda
could only soften the bitter pain that weighed on him. It was, at best, a temporary tranquilizer. And the Chinese
proved himself worthy of his race; he endured the shame of Chu’s existence with an extraordinary stoicism. He
would praise to the skies the withered celery or the shriveled mushrooms we brought him from distant villages
cracking under the drought. He was a good small businessman, but that was all. He didn’t dare choose, couldn’t
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imagine another way out, another way to assert himself in the world.
I was his complement: the girl, Chu, was a key objective in our plan.
Day by day, I devoted more and more time to Chu. More and more energy as well. When she sank into despair,
I drew on all the tricks I had learned as a street hawker. I hate tears, I hate silence. Chu’s tears trickled slowly. It
took a whole night for them to barely reach her chin. Her tears reminded me of the wretchedness of my life. So I
hugged her in my arms. And I imitated the Chao Zhou. I would tell her that … that the clouds were lost vapors
risen from the waters, stupid, cowardly on top of it, deeply cowardly because they let the wind decide their fate,
because they gave it time to shred their frail, impotent bodies. I would tell her that time is nothing, nothing but a
hollow drum that beats against itself, that the traveling dyer perhaps doesn’t live a life superior to mine, to hers …
that time is only an idiotic, organic movement of sensations, that it had no basis, that nothing was of any
consequence … that she or I, or anyone in this world, we are only a plow plodding through time, that our desires
are only rusty anchors that chain us to humanity, that to be trapped in this life, like her, or to wander until death,
like me, came to the same thing, that only inner accomplishment could open a road to a human world.
Our little comedy lasted a year. I couldn’t continue anymore after that; I didn’t have the strength. When I had
concocted this plan with the Chao Zhou, I had never imagined this outcome. When I held her body in my arms, I
actually thought about goodness, about real goodness. That was how it happened. Even the rotten scrap metal I
had once dragged around had a value that somehow defied the laws of exchange. Chu was like that. My head
nestled in her warm, tender bosom. I glimpsed, terrified, in this decomposing body, an infinite yearning; the desire
to be human; the sincere, transparent, tumultuous desire of two passionate beings. The soul, if it exists, has
nothing to do with its rather seedy lodging.
Straightaway I came to a conclusion: absolute freedom is just a decadent desire; it brazenly accepts all
infidelities. I strained to manage my love gently, contrary to the ruthless illusions I had had. But always, like a
child, I was obsessed with the idea that before me, in this bed, other wild storms had passed. That I was just a
puppet who filled the pause between two tempests. With my taut muscles, my stubborn silence. And I imagined
how the Khmer ravished Chu, how he would do it with his resolute, meticulous gestures, as if he were butchering
a goat. In the grip of such paranoia, what could I do? In my arms as well, Chu expired quickly, her body panting
with sweat, her breasts blushing with pleasure.
Of course I loved her, but of course, not for a single instant did I lose sight of my goal: to make a fortune. I
suffered for having to continue this weary life in the shadow of the Chinese. The wooden cage with its stale odor
of pickled turnips haunted me, even in my sleep. I often imitated the Chinese, drinking to chase away the dark
premonitions in my brain. Of course, this bitter alcohol stung my tongue; this too I had stolen. But like I say,
alcohol is only a mediocre, impotent tranquilizer compared to the terminal agony of being human. It is the shame
of who we are that gives us the strength to pull ourselves up, but it also holds the temptation to put an end to it all.
True or false, only experience will decide, but a premonition doesn’t wait.
Then a day came, a very green spring day. I was coming back from the train station, dragging a cart filled with
sawdust. The March wind tumbled through the streets in gusts, filling my mouth with a dry, salty dust.
The gate was wide open. The paved courtyard was deserted.
On the verandah, the old Indian gazed, distraught, at his oil lamp, contemplating the flies as they basked in the
sun. From behind, somewhere in the air, coming from the mousetrap on the first floor, the sound of crying.
Exhausted from fatigue and the sun, reeling, heavy with a premonition of disaster, I mounted the staircase. It was
deserted. I couldn’t believe it. A voice sobbed softly. Had my worst fears come true? And yet, it was certain,
yesterday evening, from the same staircase, I had seen the Chinese and the Khmer quarreling. The Chinese was no
ordinary man, that much I knew. I saw shadows gesticulating on the first floor and ran up.
On the last step, I stopped, paralyzed. On the bed where night after night we had fraudulently loved each other,
there were two people. In my place (or that of the Khmer, it’s all the same), was the maid, Hoa. Chu lay sprawled
on her back, her mouth ajar, her eyes open wide, horrible. Sobbing, the maid gripped Chu’s body, curling up
against her like a shrimp. An unfinished meal lay on the table next to the bed. Overturned bowls. Rice scattered on
the floor. A broken chopstick embedded in the mat. The sobs didn’t come from Hoa’s trembling shoulders. They
seemed to rain down from the worm-eaten roof.
The guest of honor stood under the skylight. His neck tilted rigidly to one side to support his dignified head, as
if it might collapse under the emotion. The Khmer stood pressed up against the wall, his sullen face aflame. The
Chinese was seated in the only chair in the room. He was rigid, pale, like the plastic roosters strewn on the floor.
There was no sawdust in the air. But the room seemed ready to crumble under the hatred of their looks, the mute
violence of their breathing, the oppressive fury of men.
I watched, as if through a turbulent dream, the Khmer take a bowl of soup. He pours a bit of bouillon into his
palm, spreads it out, sniffs it. He hesitates, like a field rat before poisoned bait. He stares fixedly at the railing,
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where the fine crosshatching of the wood etches shadowy designs. There, perhaps, night after night, was the place
Chu had trysts with the clouds of her dreams. For a long time I felt their movements in the cracking of my brain. I
saw the Khmer approach the chair, the bowl of soup in his hand. Calmly, gently, simply, he dumped it over the
Chinese’s head. A celery leaf dripped slowly down the forehead onto the cheekbone, down his chin, slipping onto
his thigh. The Chinese sat motionless, his hands clutching the arms of the chair. The soup trickled, yellow and
murky, down his face. Briskly, the Khmer wiped his hands.
And then he left. He never came back.
I collapsed on the floor. The traveling dyer’s drum, with its warlike charges, hammered on my skull. And time
passed. Frozen, empty time. Listen, Chu, do you hear, for the first time, the rhythmic time of your first steps. My
illusions had been shattered.
A few days after Chu’s funeral, the Indian left. The spring hadn’t had time to fade. Flies basked in the sun,
obscene, plunged languidly into the oil of the old lamp, wriggled and died. The Indian left with a shrug. The Spirit
had shamelessly killed his faith. He left without a word, forgetting to pay for the oil that the Chinese had always
supplied him with.
I stayed on a bit longer. I had no ambition, no plans. Cooking no longer appealed to me. There was no
possession I dreamed of having. I had loved Chu. It was difficult for me to distance myself from that room, where
the nights of the full moon resonated with memories like long howls. The guest of honor also finally left. The
Chinese couldn’t keep him any longer. The alliances that he had painstakingly woven had unraveled in his hands.
In the end, they threw me out the red gate with the goat bones. Collapsed on the roadside like a dog, I gnawed
my thoughts. I don’t regret those months, the years that I lived like a rat caught in a trap. I knew that we couldn’t
live for long together, with those who live behind the tall hedgerows.
I thought about the Chao Zhou. It would have been better to follow his example. Thanks to his cross eyes, he
saw two sides to life. For life is always what we see. He is Chinese. He understands the Chinese better than I do.
He knows Liem the Chinese, and he avoided him. It was The Chao Zhou who pushed me into the rat trap, but I
will leave him to his sweet dreams filled with tables and chairs. Another path awaits me. Let them call me an
ingrate. At the end of the day, after this parting of ways, who can say which of the two of us is luckier? At the end
of the day, our sufferings were the hidden part of the iceberg, the immense illusion we had created to deceive our
hunger.
And I often thought of Chu. For a long time I would remember, with bitterness, those rotten spareribs, the
cigarette lighter that clicked open, the shuddering of her body. Never again in this life will I taste happiness.
Never.
173.10 A Place To Call Home\fn{by an unnamed female Vietnamese refugee (1967-

)}

Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam (F) 3

When Americans look at Asians, they probably do not notice much except that our skin is yellow and our eyes
are slanted. They may see us as friends or competitors. Taking a closer look, they may realize that behind every
Asian American there is a story.
If Americans perceive us as competitors, perhaps they realize that what makes Asians strong are the very
hardships we have experienced and the close family ties that keep us together, give us support, and help us
survive.
Born in 1967 in Saigon, South Vietnam, I am one of three children born to two doctors. I have been living in
the United States for almost thirteen years and I consider America my home. That does not mean that I am not
proud of my origins because I am. I am more than proud to tell anybody who asks that I am three-eighths Chinese
and five-eighths Vietnamese.
Where did I come from? How did I get here? Although thousands of refugees have arrived in the United States
since 1975, we each have our own story to tell.
*
When South Vietnam fell to the Communists, I was only eight years old. I remember being sent home from
school several times in the spring of 1975 because of the bombings. I remember the awful loud noises the bombs
made and the screams of people running for cover. At home, we all ran into the cellar and sat under a long
wooden table. We waited and prayed.
The war had less of an impact on me than on other members of my family because I was still too young to
understand much. I even thought it was exciting to rush out of school with my classmates, to visit fortune-tellers
to find out what our future would be, and for our family to get together to talk about whether we should leave
South Vietnam.
Little did I understand that the war was killing thousands of people. Only on the day that Saigon was captured
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by the Communists did my family hastily pack up to leave. To a little girl, that still did not mean much. I was only
dimly aware that I might never see my friends again and I had few possessions to leave behind.
To the adults in my family, however, Vietnam was their homeland, where most of them were born, grew up,
married, and established families. Vietnam was their life—the place where they had struggled hard and
accomplished much.
*
To my maternal grandfather, Vietnam was the place where he received an education. Born in the city of Amoy
(Xiamen) in Fukien (Fujian) Province, China in 1896, he was one of three children. His parents died when he was
only six and he went to live with his grandmother until he was fourteen. She then sent him to live with his
mother’s sister who was in Vietnam.
Working as a coolie, he sent most of his meager earnings to his grandmother to thank her for all the years she
had taken care of him. While working, he also went to a school that was a mile from where he lived. School was
hard because he had difficulty learning Vietnamese. His classmates teased him because he wore his hair in a
queue as the ruling Qing dynasty required all Chinese men to do. Whatever little money he could save, he spent
on books. In time, he learned both Vietnamese and French through self-study.
He married my grandmother when he was thirty. She was the youngest of three children. Her parents passed
away when she was nineteen, so she went to live with her sister who was married to a man of wealth. Unlike
some rich men, he did not look down on others; instead, he gladly helped those less fortunate than himself. He
took his wife’s younger sister in with open arms.
However, his mother and older sister did not like having an extra mouth to feed. So, he opened a small shop
where his sister-in-law could earn a living sewing and altering clothes.
It was in this shop that my grandfather met my grandmother. When she was twenty-three, they got married.
Their love for each other helped them overcome hardships. According to my grandfather, those were the best
years of their lives. Tragically, she died at age thirty-five giving birth to their seventh child, who also died.
Once again, my grandfather was on his own. This time, however, his struggles were even more difficult
because he now had six children to take care of all by himself. At that time, my grandfather was not yet successful
in his business dealings. How was he going to manage?
Fortunately, his sister-in-law and her generous husband took him and all his children into their home. The
couple had no children, so they treated the children as their own. My grandfather told the children to make the
best of the opportunities offered them. In time, the eldest daughter, my aunt, completed her education and became
a pharmacist, opening her own pharmacy in Saigon.
My grandfather was more than proud. He helped his daughter manage the pharmacy and it flourished. His
other children also eventually became professionals: in addition to my aunt, the pharmacist, three of her siblings,
including my mother, became doctors, one a chemist, and one a radiologist. Although my grandfather still loved
China, Vietnam had become his home. It was here that his wife was buried; it was here that his children grew up
and thrived.
My mother thought of Vietnam as her home because she was born and went to school there. She fought against
many odds to become a doctor. She remembers her struggles—how hard she had to study, how poor she was, and
how her schoolmates teased her because she was not a full-blooded Vietnamese. Despite all the hardship, she was
always the top student in her class. She graduated from the School of Medicine in Vietnam, where she met my
father and married him. When she received her medical degree, she opened her own clinic in Saigon.
My father was the eldest of five children in a lower-middle-class family. When he was young, his parents sent
him to live with some friends of the family because their own house was far away from any school. Even though
he lived at the house of his parents’ friends, he still had to walk miles a day to get to school. He remembers that
his lunch consisted of rice and fish sauce. At night, when his hosts turned off the kerosene lamps and went to bed,
he went outside to study under the faint light of street lamps. Through years of hard work, he also managed to
graduate from the School of Medicine. He practiced medicine in Saigon as well.
*
My family found it very difficult to decide whether to leave Vietnam in 1975. If we left we would be free from
Communist oppression, but where would we go? Would we survive a journey that might be filled with horrors and
dangers? Would we be able to remain together as a family?
The older members of my family were still pondering these questions when April 30, 1975, dawned. On that
day that changed our lives, South Vietnam surrendered to North Vietnam. We realized that should we stay, life
would never be the same again. Even if we did not know what the future might hold, we knew it would still be
better than if we stayed. As educated professionals, my parents and aunts and uncles might all be killed.
With a few suitcases containing some clothing and old photographs, we left our house in two cars and headed
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to the port. As we neared the dock, we saw that the ship we had hoped to catch was already heading out to sea.
Luckily, there was a little Vietnamese Navy boat commanded by one of my father’s friends, which took us out to
the big ship.
With about two hundred and fifty people on board, the conditions on the ship were terrible. People threw up all
around me—that I definitely remember clearly. Some people even died. We sustained ourselves by eating dry
noodles.
After three or four days at sea, an American ship rescued us. I remember seeing a sailor throw out a twinelike
ladder for people from another boat to climb up on. My mother and aunt whispered to each other in fright as some
people fell off into the sea, which took their lives. Would the same thing happen to my grandfather and grandaunt
who were old and weak?
Fortunately, as the American ship came closer to our boat, it let down a gangplank, which was a lot easier to
climb onto. Sighing with relief, we boarded the big ship, where we stayed for three or four days.
I remember we had to line up to get food and drinks. I did not mind doing that but I was horrified by the fact
that men and women had to take showers in the same area with only a flimsy curtain separating them. The toilets
were just boards placed on the side of the ship, where the waste simply dropped into the sea. We slept on the bare
decks holding on tightly to our belongings.
*
We arrived at Subic Bay in the Philippines where we stayed for two months. It was there that I learned my first
few words of English and a little bit about American culture. My grandfather and grandaunt were not happy at all.
What helped ease their anxieties were their fellow refugees. The old folks got together to talk about their lives in
Vietnam—a source of entertainment as well as spiritual comfort.
From Subic Bay we went to Guam, where we learned more English. An event that took place there made me
realize that even among our own people there was jealousy and dishonesty. I remember lying on my cot as a
robber crawled from under one cot to the next. Seeing a small knife in his hand, I dared not scream. When he got
under my mother’s cot, he grabbed her purse. She woke up screaming while holding on to her purse. My uncle
leaped out of his cot and chased him off with a stick.
Even as an eight-year-old, I asked why we could not help each other instead of robbing what few belongings
each of us had. I guess the answer is a concept I learned many years later: survival of the fittest.
*
After two and a half months on Guam, we flew to Indiantown Gap in Pennsylvania. We had finally arrived in
America! We felt excitement as well as fear. Would America fulfill our hopes, dreams, and expectations? The
elders missed their homeland very much and longed to return to Vietnam one day. The adults wondered how they
could start a new life. I was terrified of going to school and not being able to understand my teachers or make
friends with my classmates.
Some friends of my uncle sponsored us and we went to live with them in Philadelphia. I remember how
crowded our apartment was—ten people crammed into two small rooms. My brothers and I went to a special
school where we learned English. The adults had a hard time adjusting. My parents and my aunt had to relearn
everything and take licensing examinations before they could practice as doctors in the United States. In Vietnam,
they had all been well established; now, they were poor and had to start over. In their forties, they felt weary but
giving up was the last thing in their minds.
My brothers and I found school difficult at first. When I did not understand anything, I cried, but my
classmates were very helpful. During recess, they started picking up different objects and teaching me the names
for them. I repeated over and over what they tried to teach me to say. Once, when I was in class, I had to go to the
restroom but I did not know the English word for it. In desperation, I raised my hand and said, “pee-pee.” The
whole class laughed but at least they understood and I got to use the restroom.
Incidents such as this made me determined to master the English language. By my second year, I had learned
English well enough to win every spelling bee we had in class. The only word that tripped me up was coffee.
After passing their licensing examinations, my parents found jobs in Rome, Georgia. Moving away from my
grandfather, grandaunt, uncle, and aunt was the hardest thing we ever had to do. We had been together all these
years no matter what. Now, we had to separate as we each tried to find new beginnings for ourselves. Tears rolled
down my eyes as we said goodbye. Was this the American dream—a life apart from our loved ones?
*
Georgia, where my parents practiced medicine for the first time in the United States, did provide my family
with a better life. My parents worked long hours to earn enough to send my brothers and me to private schools.
Socially, however, I think we were treated more kindly in Pennsylvania; in Georgia, people stared at us in
supermarkets and on the street. Was there something wrong with us? I soon realized there was nothing wrong with
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us. People stared because they lacked an understanding of who we were and where we came from.
After four years in Georgia, my father decided to see what opportunities California might offer. He took my
two brothers with him while I stayed in Georgia with my mother—just in case things did not work out in
California as planned. But things did work out and a year later my mother and I also moved to California.
Today, my father has his own clinic and so does mymother. Most of their patients are Vietnamese,
Cambodians, Laotians, and Chinese. My parents are very happy and I am so proud of them. My aunt has moved
to California also. She now works as a pharmacist in a hospital in Riverside. One weekends, we go to visit her and
my grandaunt and all the adults talk about the good old days. They tell us children how lucky we are—how very
easy our lives are. In a way, I wish my life were not so easy so that I must strive harder to reach my goals.
Last year, before my grandfather passed away, he had a chance to visit China, his original homeland. He came
back with tales of how wonderful everything is in China. I think the image of China had been imprinted in his
mind when he was still a boy. No matter where he was, he always thought China was the most beautiful place in
the world.
My grandaunt also passed away last year within two months of my grandfather’s death. She was a very
outspoken woman and left us with a lot of stories to pass down to our children. I miss them both greatly. Although
they are no longer with me, they will always have a place in my heart.
America has given my family a chance to rebuild our lives. It has made us appreciate what we have and taught
us not to take anything for granted. Today, members of my family are scattered all over the United States. I even
have an uncle in France. Distance is the only thing that separates us, for the hardships and struggles we have been
through have made us stronger and closer to one another. These ties can never be broken. The American dream
has come true for us but we will always remember and cherish Vietnam.
60.103 Pantomime\fn{by Phan Thi Vang Anh (1968-

)}

Hanoi, Hanoi Capital City, Vietnam (F) 2

She thinks, “Beginning now, all rules and regulations will change.” With this piece of paper, she has become
an influential member of the family. She will be free and enjoy the freedom of receiving her friends at home in the
evenings. She can go out as much as she wants and most importantly she will have the evidence to shift the blame
in case of any possible trouble in future. This “piece of paper,” as small as two matchboxes with one edge cut
roughly and in haste, is a love note from an old man who has forgotten his age and his duty as a father to a woman
whose age, beauty or profession are unknown. But she understands one thing: her dad writes with insistence,
“Darling …”
*
Like a snake, she slithers into a photocopy shop situated very far from her house, where she believes that nobody knows who she is, and makes two copies. She puts one copy into her pocket and quietly gives another to her
father who is sitting and reading the newspapers.
She smiles. It is the smile of an equal, not a smile that a daughter should have when she smiles at her father. A
new order is set immediately. Her father with hateful pleading looks at her, the most taciturn among his four
children and the one who rarely looks into his eyes. They almost never talk to each other apart from greetings or
invitations for meals. In front of her, he feels himself a true master of the family, a family of a hundred years old.
Now, she is standing in front of him with very respectful gestures, without a single word, only a gentle smile and
that look in her eyes. And suddenly, the father understands she is very much satisfied, she has hated him for a very
long time …
*
Her mother knows nothing, only notices that her children are now scolded less frequently. It is all right if the
meals are now served a little late and if any of her children show up even later for the meal. Her husband has
become preoccupied, neglectful and easy-going.
The daughter has not used the power of that piece of paper. No boyfriend has been at her house in the
evenings. She has not come home late once. Not because she is frightened, but because she is not accustomed to
her new freedom. Once, at noontime, she stretched out on her bed and thought, How interesting! I am now more
moral than my dad is! If I should often go out now and have boyfriends, then I would only be as bad as he is! The
more serious I am, the more scared of me he will be! I shall have great pleasure with the way things are going.
*
Thus, she keeps watch on all things that happen in the house. She looks at her dad, a deputy principal of a
secondary school, with a black bag in hand as he silently walks to his classes. He looks thin and respectable in his
neat and smooth dress. She smiles to herself:
“He is giving a lesson on morality!”
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She observes her mother’s preoccupation with household chores and odd jobs, such as selecting vegetables and
washing meat with great passion. She watches her mother enjoying the company of her children who resemble her
with their big bug eyes. Watching her mother with the small children in the kitchen corner, she thinks:
“We can survive without Dad!”
But when the family sits around the table for meals, she watches as her mother prepares plates of food for her
husband with a manner both loving and frightened. She feels self-pity. Oh yes, these round-eyed children are
beloved because they are the products of this kind of father. Mom obviously loves Dad more than us. For
instance, if there is a fire and Mom is given a chance to save only one of us, Mom is sure to save Dad! She
watches her mother from the corner of her eye and imagines her young sisters being abandoned in the furnace.
Then she looks at her very simple mother again and feels pity for her. She thinks:
“I’d better conceal it. Maybe he would not be unhappy even if Mom knows about it. His big love affair could
be seen as a joke. Dad would get used to it and no one would be scared of anyone in this family.”
Thus, she continues to eat her meal. Her mom continues giving food to her dad. Her dad continues to be silent.
Her young sisters continue eating, and nobody knows that there are two unhappy persons in the family.
*
She is unhappy staying home yet she does not want to receive friends or go out late in the evenings. She feels
like a person who has profited from taking advantage of others. Her enthusiasm is dampened. She sits quietly with
a group of cheerful friends, looking at a line of trees on the other side of the road. The tree’s fruit looks like small
helicopters as they fall to the ground, and she thinks:
“What a pity! If there were no dirty affair, I would have to ride a bicycle home in great hurry!”
And one evening, a young boy, who does not know the “regulations” of this strict family, stays at her house
until 9 p.m. He laughs and talks and seems unafraid of anyone. The father seems a little annoyed by this, and he
periodically leaves and enters the room. Suddenly, it seems to her that the mouth of the boy is so wide, his arms
and legs are just like those of a clown. Without any reason, she is angry and thinks that all her joys have come
from this tragedy.
At this point, she begins to feel regret. It would have been better if she had not picked up that piece of paper.
When she found it, she thought she could find the courage to look straight into her father’s eyes. Unfortunately,
when they meet, his eyes appear glazed and she feels embarrassed.
She feels bitter at the thought of her dark family secret. She can never behave as naturally as her mother. She
will also regard her future husband with distrust and that means her future family will be a lot more vulnerable
and fragile than her present one. Filled with doubt, she finds her plans all distorted. She looks at those boy-friends
walking at her side as if they are latent swindlers.
Her father silently walks to the school and tries to find reasons to explain why he has become so laconic in
front of his pupils. He is afraid that one day when his love affair is revealed, those in the virtuous national dress
and those in school uniforms will kill him for being an oppressive hypocrite. Frightened, he thinks about his wife
and his small children like a criminal with a sentence hanging over his head. Suddenly, he is all shriveled up and
loses his aura of power and seriousness and gravity.
He keeps thinking of his elder daughter:
“I have lost her already! If she falls into the mud, I am no longer in a position to pull her up. Maybe she will
stare threateningly at me and voluntarily sink to the bottom.”
Filled with self-pity, he clumsily peddles a bicycle through the trees and grass alongside the road.
“Will she cry if I die?”
Dreamily, he imagines a funeral; a wife and some children in mourning and the smoke of incense and candles.
There is one girl standing by the coffin and that daughter looks very quiet and determined, as if she were guarding
a prisoner.
253.113 Excerpt from The Book Of Salt\fn{by Monique T. D. Truong (1968- )} Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam (F) 12
1
Of that day I have two photographs and, of course, my memories.
We had arrived at the Gare du Nord with over three hours to spare. There were, after all, a tremendous number
of traveling cases and trunks. It took us two taxi rides from the apartment to the train station before all the pieces
could be accounted for. A small group of photographers, who had gathered for the occasion, volunteered to watch
over the first load while we returned to the rue de Fleurus for more.
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My Mesdames accepted their offer without hesitation. They had an almost childlike trust in photographers.
Photographers, my Mesdames believed, transformed an occasion into an event. Their presence signaled that
importance and fame had arrived, holding each other’s hands. Their flashing cameras, like the brilliant smiles of
long-lost friends, had quickly warmed my Mesdames’ collective heart.
More like friends too new to trust, I had thought. I had been with my Mesdames for half a decade by then. The
photographers had not been there from the very beginning. But once the preparation for the journey began, they
swarmed to the entrance of 27 rue de Fleurus like honeybees.
I could easily see why my Mesdames cultivated them. Every visit by a photographer would be inevitably
followed by a letter enclosing a newspaper or magazine clipping with my Mesdames’ names circled in a halo of
red ink. The clippings, each carefully pressed with a heated iron, especially if a crease had thoughtlessly fallen on
my Mesdames’ faces, went immediately into an album with a green leather cover.
“Green is the color of envy,” my Mesdames told me.
At this, knowing looks shot back and forth between them, conveying what can only be described as glee. My
Mesdames communicated with each other in cryptic ways, but after all my years in their company I was privy to
their keys. “Green” meant that they had waited desperately for this day, had tired of seeing it arriving on the
doorsteps of friends and mere acquaintances; that the album had been there from the very beginning, impa tient
but biding its time; that they were now thrilled to fill it with family photographs of the most public kind. “Green”
meant no longer their own but other people’s envy.
I know that it may be difficult to believe, but it took the arrival of the photographers for me to understand that
my Mesdames were not, well, really mine; that they belonged to a country larger than any that I had ever been to;
that its people had a right to embrace and to reclaim them as one of their own. Of course, 27 rue de Fleurus had
always been filled with visitors, but that was different. My Mesdames enjoyed receiving guests, but they also
enjoyed seeing them go. Many had arrived hoping for a permanent place around my Mesdames’ tea table, but I
always knew that after the third pot they would have to leave. My Mesdames had to pay me to stay around. A
delicious bit of irony, I had always thought.
The photographers, though, marked the beginning of something new. This latest crop of admirers was
extremely demanding and altogether inconsolable. They, I was stunned to see, were not satisfied with knocking at
the door to 27 rue de Fleurus, politely seeking entrance to sip a cup of tea. No, the photographers wanted my
Mesdames to go away with them, to leave the rue de Fleurus behind, to lock it up with a key.
At the Gare du Nord that day, all I could think about were the flashes of the cameras, how they had never
stopped frightening me. They were lights that feigned to illuminate but really intended to blind. Lightning before
a driving storm, I had thought.
But I suppose that was the sailor’s apprehension in me talking. It had been eleven years since I had made a true
ocean crossing. For my Mesdames, it had been over thirty. The ocean for them was only a memory, a calming
blue expanse between here and there. For me it was alive and belligerent, a reminder of how distance cannot be
measured by the vastness of the open seas, that that was just the beginning.
*
When my Mesdames first began preparing for the journey, they had wanted to bring Basket and Pépé along
with them. The SS Champlain gladly accommodated dogs and assorted pets, just as long as they were
accompanied by a first-class owner. The problem, however, was America. No hotels or at least none on their
itinerary would accept traveling companions of the four-legged kind. The discussion had been briefly tearful but
above all brief. My Mesdames had in recent years become practical. Even the thought of their beloved poodle and
Chihuahua languishing in Paris, whimpering, or, in the case of the Chihuahua, yapping, for many months if not
years to come, even this could not postpone the journey home.
There was certainly no love lost between me and those dogs, the poodle Basket especially. My Mesdames
bought him in Paris at a dog show in the spring of 1929. Later that same year, I too joined the rue de Fleurus
household. I have always suspected that it was the closeness of our arrivals that made this animal behave so badly
toward me. Jealousy is instinctual, after all.
Every morning, my Mesdames insisted on washing Basket in a solution of sulfur water. A cleaner dog could
not have existed anywhere else. Visitors to the rue de Fleurus often stopped in midsentence to admire Basket’s fur
and its raw-veal shade of pink. At first, I thought it was the sulfur water that had altered the color of His
Highness’s curly white coat. But then I realized that he was simply losing his hair, that his sausage-casing skin
had started to shine through, an embarrassing peep show no doubt produced by his morning baths. My Mesdames
soon began “dressing” Basket in little capelike outfits whenever guests were around.
I could wash and dress myself, thank you. Though, like Basket, I too had a number of admirers. Well, maybe
only one or two. Pépé the Chihuahua, on the other hand, was small and loathsome. He was hardly a dog, just all
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eyes and a wet little nose. Pépé should have had no admirers, but he, like Basket, was a fine example of how my
Mesdames’ affections were occasionally misplaced.
Of course, my Mesdames asked me to accompany them. Imagine them extending an invitation to Basket and
Pépé and not me. Never. We, remember, had been together for over half a decade by then. I had traveled with
them everywhere, though in truth that only meant from Paris to their summer house in Bilignin. My Mesdames
were both in their fifties by the time I found them. They had lost their wanderlust by then. A journey for them had
come to mean an uneventful shuttle from one site of comfort to another, an automobile ride through the muted
colors of the French countryside.
Ocean travel changed everything. My Mesdames began preparing for it months in advance. They placed orders
for new dresses, gloves, and shoes. Nothing was extravagant, but everything was luxurious: waistcoats
embroidered with flowers and several kinds of birds, traveling outfits in handsome tweeds with brown velvet
trims and buttons, shoes identical except for the heels and the size. The larger pair made only a slight effort at a
lift. They were schoolgirlish in their elevation but mannish in their proportion. The smaller pair aspired to greater
but hardly dizzying heights. Both my Mesdames, remember, were very concerned about comfort.
“We’ll take a train from Paris to Le Havre, where the SS Champlain will be docked. From there, the Atlantic
will be our host for six to seven days, and then New York City will float into view. From New York, we’ll head
north to Massachusetts, then south to Maryland and Virginia, then west to Ohio, Michigan, Illinois, Texas,
California, all the way to the shores of the Pacific and then, maybe, back again.”
As my Mesdames mapped the proposed journey, the name of each city—New York, Boston, Baltimore,
Cleveland, Chicago, Houston, San Francisco—was a sharp note of excitement rising from their otherwise atonal
flats. Their voices especially quivered at the mention of the airplanes. They wanted to see their America from a
true twentieth-century point of view, they told the photographers. Imagine, they said to each other, a flight of
fancy was no longer just a figure of speech. They wondered about the cost of acquiring one for their very own, a
secondhand plane of course. My Mesdames were still practical, after all.
I was somewhat superstitious. I thought that fate must have also been listening in on this reverie about travel
and flight. How could I not when the letter arrived at the rue de Fleurus later on that same day? It was quite an
event. My Mesdames handed me the envelope on a small silver tray. They said that they had been startled to
realize that they had never seen my full name in writing before. What probably startled them more was the
realization that during my years in their employment I had never received a piece of correspondence until this
one.
*
I did not have to look at the envelope to know. It was from my oldest brother. No one else back there would
have known where to find me, that 27 rue de Fleurus was my home. I sniffed the envelope before opening it. It
smelled of a faraway city, pungent with anticipation for rain. If my Mesdames had not been in the room, I would
have tasted it with my tongue. I was certain to find the familiar sting of salt, but what I needed to know was what
kind: kitchen, sweat, tears or the sea. I wanted this paper-shrouded thing to divulge itself to me, to tell me even
before the words emerged why it had taken my brother almost five years to re spond to my first and only letter
home.
I had written to him at the end of 1929. I was drunk, sitting alone in a crowded café. That December was a
terrible month to be in Paris. All my favorite establishments were either overly crowded or pathetically empty.
People either sipped fine vintages in celebration or gulped intoxicants of who cares what kind, drowning
themselves in a lack of moderation, raising a glass to lower inhibitions, imbibing spirits to raise their own. The
expressions abounded, but that December the talk everywhere was the same:
“The Americans are going home.”
Better yet, those who had not were no longer so cocky, so overweening with pride. Money, everyone was
saying, is required to keep such things alive. It was true, the Americans were going home, and that, depending on
who you were, was a cause to rejoice or a cause to mourn.
The city’s le mont-de-piétë for instance, were doing a booming business. “Mountains of mercy,” indeed. So
French, so snide to use such a heaping load of poetic words to refer to pawnshops, places filled with everything of
value but never with poetry. The pawnshops in Paris were swamped, I had heard, with well-made American suits.
At the end of October when it all began, there were seersuckers, cotton broadcloths, linens. Hardly a sacrifice at
that time of the year, I thought. Paris was already too cool for such garb. I have always thought it best to pawn my
lightweight suits when the weather changed. It provided protection from hungry moths and a saving on mothballs.
My own hunger also played a somewhat deciding role.
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But by the beginning of that winter it became clear. The Americans were pawning cor duroys, three-ply wools,
flannel-lined tweeds. Seasonal clothing could only mean one thing. Desperation was demanding more closet
space. Desperation was extending its stay.
The end of 1929 also brought with it frustration, heard in and around all the cafés, about the months’ worth of
unpaid bar tabs, not to mention the skipped-out hotel bills or the overdue rents.
“The funds from home never made it across the Atlantic,” the departing Americans had claimed.
The funds from home were never sent or, worse, no longer enough, everyone in Paris by then knew.
Americans, not just here but in America, had lost their fortunes. An evil little wish had come true. The Parisians
missed the money all right, but no one missed the Americans.
Though I heard that in the beginning there had been sympathy. When the Americans first began arriving, the
Parisians had even felt charitable toward them. These lost souls, after all, had taken flight from a country where a
bottle of wine was of all things contraband, a flute of champagne a criminal offense.
But when it became clear that the Americans had no intention of leaving and no intention of ever becoming
sober, the Parisians wanted their city back. But it was already too late. The pattern of behavior had become
comically clear. Americans traveled here in order to indulge in the “vices” of home. First, they had invaded the
bordellos and then it was the cafés. Parisians could more than understand the whoring and the drinking, but in the
end it was the hypocrisy that did not translate well.
“But there are still the Russians, Hungarians, Spaniards … not nearly as well endowed but in other ways so
charmingly equipped.”
The laughter that immediately followed this observation told me that the table next to mine was commenting
on more than just money. When gathered in their cafés, Parisians rarely spoke of money for very long. They
exhausted the topic with one or two words. Sex, though, was an entirely different story, an epic really. I always
got my gossip and my world news for that matter from the cafés. It would certainly take me awhile, but the longer
I stayed the more I was able to comprehend.
Alcohol, I had learned, was an eloquent if somewhat inaccurate interpreter. I had placed my trust that
December night in glass after glass of it, eager not for drink but for a bit of talk. I also had that night no other
place I had to be, so I sat and stared at the cigarette-stained walls of the café until my wallet was empty, my
bladder was full, and until I was very drunk. Worse, the alcohol had deceived me, made me promises and then re fused to follow through. In the past the little glasses had blurred the jagged seams between the French words, but
that night they magnified and sharpened them. They threatened to rip and to tear. They bullied me with questions,
sneering at how I could sit there stealing laughter, lifting conversations, when it was now common knowledge that
“the Americans are going home.” Panic then abruptly took over the line of questioning:
“Would my new Mesdames go with them?” Or, maybe, the question was just a matter of “When?”
I did not remember asking the waiter for pencil and paper, but I must have, as I never carry such items in my
pockets. The cafés used to give them out for free. So French to sell water and to give such luxuries away. The
content of my letter was dull, crammed with details only my oldest brother would be inter ested in: my health, the
cost of underwear and shoes, the price of a metro ticket, my weekly wage, the menu of my last meal, rain
bouncing off the face of Notre-Dame, Paris covered by a thin sheet of snow. I had forgotten how different my
language looks on paper, that its letters have so little resemblance to how they actually sound. Words, most I had
not spoken for years, generously gave themselves to me. Fluency, after all, is relative. On that sheet of paper, on
another side of the globe, I am fluent. The scratching of the pen, the writhing of the paper, I did not want it to
stop, but I was running out of room. So I wrote it in the margin:
“My Mesdames may be going home. I do not want to start all over again, scanning the help-wanteds, knocking
on doors, walking away alone. I am afraid.”
I had meant to place a comma between “alone” and “I am afraid.” But on paper, a pe riod instead of a comma
had turned a dangling token of regret into a plainly worded confession. I could have fixed it with a quick flick of
lead, but then I read the sentences over again and thought, That is true as well.
The first line of my brother’s response startled me, made me wonder whether he wrote it at all.
“It is time for you to come home to Viet-Nam,” he declared in a breathtaking evocation of the Old Man’s
voice, complete with his spine-snapping ability to stifle and to control. But the lines that followed made it clear
who had held the pen:
“You are my brother and that is all. I do not offer you my forgiveness because you never had to apologize to
me. I think of you often, especially at the Lunar New Year. I hope to see you home for the next. A good meal and
a red packet await you. So do I.”
The letter was dated January 27, 1934. It had taken only a month for his letter to arrive at the rue de Fleu rus.
He offered no explanation for his delay in writing except to say that everything at home had changed. He wrote
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that it would have been better for me to hear it all in person. What he meant was that paper was not strong enough
to bear the weight of what he had to say but that he would have to test its strength anyway.
At the edge of that sheet of paper, on the other side of the globe, my brother signed his name. And then, as if it
were an afterthought, he wrote the words “safe journey” where the end should have been.
I folded my brother’s letter and kept it in the pocket of my only and, therefore, my finest cold-weather suit. I
wore them both to the Gare du Nord that day. The suit was neatly pressed, if a bit worn. The letter was worse off.
The oils on my fingertips, the heat of my body, had altered its physical composition. The pages had grown
translucent from the repeated handling, repetitive rereading. The ink had faded to purple. It was becoming
difficult to read. Though in truth, my memory had already made that act obsolete.
*
The first photograph of the journey was taken there at the station. It shows my Mesdames sitting side by side
and looking straight ahead. They are waiting for the train to Le Havre, chitchatting with the photographers,
looking wide-eyed into the lens. They wear the same expression as when they put on a new pair of shoes. They
never immediately get up and walk around. They prefer to sit and let their toes slowly explore where the leather
gives and where it binds. A pleasurable exercise for them, I am certain, as they always share a somewhat
delinquent little smile.
I am over there on the bench, behind them, on the left-hand side. I am the one with my head lowered, my eyes
closed. I am not asleep, just thinking, and that for me is sometimes aided by the dark. I am a man unused to
choices, so the months leading up to that day at the Gare du Nord had subjected me to an agony, sharp and new,
self-inflicted and self-prolonged. I had forgotten that discretion can feel this way.
I sometimes now look at this photograph and wonder whether it was taken before or after. Pure speculation at
this point, I know. Though I seem to remember that once I had made up my mind, I looked up instincually, as if
someone had called out my name. If that is true, then the photograph must have been taken during the moments
before, when my heart was beating a hard, syncopated rhythm, like those of the approaching trains, and all I could
hear in the darkness was a simple refrain:
I do not want to start all over again.
Scanning the help-wanteds.
Knocking on doors.
Walking away alone.
And yes, I am afraid.

2
LIVE-IN COOK
Two American ladies wish
to retain a cook—27 rue de
Fleurus. See the concierge.
Two American ladies “wish”? Sounds more like a proclamation than a help-wanted ad. Of course, two American ladies in Paris these days would only “wish” because to wish is to re ceive. To want, well, to want is just not
American.
I congratulate myself on this rather apt and piquant piece of social commentary. Now if only I knew how to
say “apt” and “piquant” in French, I could stop congratulating myself and strike up a conversation with the beau
garçon sitting three park benches away. The irony of acquiring a foreign tongue is that I have amassed just
enough cheap, serviceable words to fuel my desires and never, never enough lavish, imprudent ones to feed them.
It is true, though, that there are some French words that I have picked up quickly, in fact, words that I cannot
remember not knowing. As if I had been born with them in my mouth, as if they were the seeds of a sour fruit that
someone else ate and then ungraciously stuffed its remains into my mouth.
“Ungraciously? Ungraciously? I’ll tell you who is ungracious. It’s you, you ungracious, disrespectful,
disappearing lout! You were taught how to say s’il vous plait, merci, Monsieur, Madame so that you could work in
the Governor-General’s house. Your oldest brother, he started out like you. At twelve, he was the boy who picked
up after Madame’s petit chouchon when that mutt did its business in every corner of the house, warping the wood
floors with its shit and urine. Now your brother is thirty and a sous chef! Wears a crisp white apron and knows
more French words than the neighborhood schoolteacher. Soon he’ll be …”
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I have discovered very few true and constant things in my life. One is that the Old Man’s anger has no respect
for geography. Mountains, rivers, oceans, and seas, these things that would have otherwise kept the average man
locked onto the plot of land that he calls home, these things have never kept him from homing in on me,
pinpointing my location, and making me pay my respects. While his body lies deep in the ground of Saigon, his
anger sojourns with a “no-good lout” on a Paris park bench. Even here, he finds me.
“Unemployed and alone,” the Old Man surmises, distilling my life into two sad, stinging words. I try to protect
myself with the usual retort:
“Oh, you again? I thought I was dead to you, Old Man?”
“No son of mine leaves a good job at the Governor-General’s to be a cook! A cook on some leaky boat for
sailors who don’t even know how to say ‘please’ or ‘thank you’ in their own language, not to mention in French.
Old whores become cooks on boats, not any son of mine,” you said.
Sometimes, I cannot give enough thanks to your Catholic god that you, my dear and violent “father,” are now
merely cobbled together from my unwavering sense of guilt and my telescopic memories of brutalities lived long
ago. Because a retort like that, a challenge like that, would have extracted from you nothing less than a slap in my
face and a punch in my stomach. But now you, who art up in heaven, will disappear in the face of my calm cool
smirk.
Unemployed and Alone, however, obstinately refuse to retreat and demand that I address their needs before
September disappears into October in this the year of your lord 1929.
*
“Two American ladies …”
Hmm, Americans. I hope their French is not as wretched as mine. What a fine household we would make, hand
movements and crude drawings to supplement our mutual use of a secondhand language. Though contrary to what
the Old Man would have me believe, the vocabulary of servitude is not built upon my knowledge of foreign
words but rather on my ability to swallow them. Not my own, of course, but Monsieur and Madame’s.
The first thing I learned at the Governor-General’s house was that when Monsieur and Madame were
consumed by their lunatic displeasure at how the floors had been waxed, how the silver had been polished, or how
the poulet had been stewed, they would berate the household staff, all fifteen of us, in French. Not in the
combination of dumbed-down French coupled with atonal attempts at Vietnamese that they would normally use
with us, no, this was a pure variety, reserved for dignitaries and obtuse Indochinese ser vants. It was as if Monsieur
and Madame were wholly incapable of expressing their finely wrought rage in any other language but their own.
Of course, we would all bow our heads and act repentant, just as the Catholic priest had taught us. Of course,
we would all stand there, blissful in our ignorance of the nuances, wordplay, and double-entendres of that
language that was seeking so desperately to assault us. Naturally, some words would slip through, but for the most
part we were all rather skilled in our refusal and rejection of all but the most necessary.
Minh the Sous Chef, as the Old Man had renamed him, had told us how the French never tired of debating why
the Indochinese of a certain class are never able to master the difficulties, the subtleties, the winged eloquence, of
the French language. I now suspect that this is a topic of discussion for the ruling class everywhere. So enamored
of their differences, language and otherwise, they have lost the instinctual ability to detect the defiance of those
who serve them.
Minh the Sous Chef used to be just Anh Minh, my oldest brother and the only brother who today can make me
long for home. No one would have enjoyed this park bench and the shade of these forlorn chestnut trees more
than he.
Anh Minh believed absolutely and passionately that the French language would save us, would welcome us
into the fold, would reward us with kisses on both cheeks. His was not an abstract belief. It was grounded in the
kitchen of the Governor-General’s house. He insisted that after Monsieur and Madame tasted his omelette a la
bourbonnaise, his coupe ambassadrice, his crème marquise, they would have no need to send for a French chef
de cuisine to replace old Claude Chaboux. The Old Man, like a soothsayer, declared that soon there would be the
first Vietnamese chef de cuisine in the Governor-General’s house.
So while the rest of us in the household staff stood there dumbly experiencing the balletic surges of Monsieur
and Madame’s tirade, Anh Minh alone stood in agony, lashed and betrayed by all those French words he had
adopted and kept close to his heart, wounded. Minh the Wounded, I began calling him in my prayers.
Old Chaboux died, and a young Jean Blériot arrived from France to don the coveted title. Now only an act of
god, a bout of malaria, or a lustful look at Madame would hasten the departure of Chef Blériot, as he insisted on
being called. May 11, 1923, began his reign. Anh Minh stayed on in the kitchen of the Governor-General’s to
serve under yet another French chef, to cover for him once he began to reek of rum, to clean up after him once he
could no longer find the rim of the pot, handfuls of shallot and dashes of oil seasoning the tile floor.
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And, me, what was I supposed to do? Twenty years old and still a garde-manger, sculpting potatoes into
perfect little spheres, carving chunks of turnips into swans, the arc of their necks as delicate as Blériot’s fingers,
fingers that I wanted to taste.
Equipped with skills and desires that no man would admit to having, what was I supposed to do?
*
“Two American ladies wish to retain a cook—27 rue de Fleurus.”
Prosperous enough area of town, and two American ladies must have enough to pay a nice wage. One of the
skills—it is more like a sleight of hand—that I have acquired since coming to this city is an acumen for its streets.
I know where they reside, where they dissolve discreetly into one another, where they inexplicably choose to rear
their unmarked heads. A skill born from the lack of other skills, really. When each day is mapped for me by a
wanton display of street names congesting the pages of the help-wanteds, when I am accompanied by the stench
of the unemployable, I am forced into an avid, adoring courtship with the boulevards of this city. I must admit that
in truly desperate times, my intimate knowledge of the city has saved me. Paris is a Madame with a heart.
“Name any street. Go ahead, any street. I’ll tell you where it is, Left Bank or Right Bank, exact locale even.
Rue de Fleurus? It’s a little street off of the boulevard Raspail, near the Jardin du Luxembourg.”
I have earned several dozen glasses of marc that way. Frenchmen, drunk men, love a challenge. The listeners,
if any, often will ask me to repeat myself. It seems that my accented French is hard even on the ears of laborers.
But once it is clear to them that I am there for their amusement, the rest is an enthralling performance. Fortunately
for me, I have no idea how to say “enthralling” in French because otherwise I would be compelled to brag and
ruin the surprise.
And they are always surprised. And they always try again. They will name the street where their great-aunt
Sylvie lives, where their butcher is located, where they last got lost, and, when truly desperate, they will name a
street on one of the islands that cleave this city. By then I am gone because too often their surprise deviates into
anger:
“How can this little Indochinese, who can’t even speak proper French, who can’t even say more than a simple
sentence, who can’t even understand enough to get angry over the jokes that we’re making at his expense, how
can this Indochinese know this city better than we?” All I need is a little monkey dressed in a suit more expensive
than my own, and I could join the ranks of the circus freaks.
“Come one, come all. See the Half-Man-Half-Woman Sword Swallower, the Bearded Lady, and, now,
introducing the Little Indochinese Who Knows This City Better Than Any Parisian!” But this is hardly a skill to
impress a potential Monsieur and Madame.
*
I have been in this city for over three years now. I have interviewed with and even worked for an embarrassing
number of households. In my experience, they fall into two categories. No, in fact, there are three.
The first are those who, after a catlike glimpse at my face, will issue an immediate rejection, usually
nonverbal. A door slam is an uncommonly effective form of communication. No discussion, no references
required, no “Will you want Sundays off?” Those, while immediately unpleasant, I prefer.
Type twos are those who may or may not end up hiring me but who will, nonetheless, insist on stripping me
with questions, as if performing an indelicate physical examination. Type twos behave as if they have been
authorized by the French government to ferret out and to document exactly how it is that I have come to inhabit
their hallowed shores.
“In Paris, three years,” I tell them.
“Where were you before?”
“Marseilles.”
“Where were you before that?”
“Boat to Marseilles.”
“Boat? Well, obviously. Where did that boat sail from?”
And so, like a courtesan, forced to perform the dance of the seven veils, I grudgingly reveal the names, one by
one, of the cities that have carved their names into me, leaving behind the scar tissue that forms the bulk of who I
am.
“Hmmm … you say you've been in Paris for three years? Now, let’s see, if you left Indochina when you were
twenty, that would make you—”
“Twenty-six, Madame.”
“Three years unaccounted for!” you could almost hear them thinking. Most Parisians can ignore and even
forgive me for not having the refinement to be born amidst the ringing bells of their cathedrals, especially since I
was born instead amidst the ringing bells of the replicas of their cathedrals, erected in a far-off colony to remind
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them of the majesty, the piety, of home. As long as Monsieur and Madame can account for my whereabouts in
their city or in one of their colonies, then they can trust that the République and the Catholic Church have had
their watchful eyes on me. But when I expose myself as a subject who may have strayed, who may have lived a
life unchecked, ungoverned, undocumented, and unrepentant, I become, for them, suspect. Before, I was no more
of a threat than a cloistered nun. Now Madame glares at me to see if she can detect the deviant sexual practices
that I have surely picked up and am now, without a doubt, proliferating under the very noses of the city’s NotreDames. Madame now worries whether she can trust me with her little girls.
“Madame, you have nothing to worry about. I have no interest in your little girls. Your boys . . . well, that is
their choice,” she should hear me thinking.
The odds are stacked against me with this second type, I know. But I find myself again and again shamefully
submitting. All those questions, I deceive myself each time, all those questions must mean that I have a chance.
And so I stay on, eventually serving myself forth like a scrawny roast pig, only to be told,
“Thank you, but no thank you.”
Thank you? Thank you? Madame, you should applaud! A standing ovation would not be inappropriate, I think
each time. I have just given you a story filled with exotic locales, travel on the open seas, family secrets, unChristian vices. Thank you will not suffice.
My self-righteous rage burns until I am forced to concede that I, in fact, have told them nothing. This language
that I dip into like a dry inkwell has failed me. It has made me take flight with weak wings and watched me
plummet into silence. I am unable to tell them anything but a list of cities, some they have been to and others a
mere dot on a globe, places they will only touch with the tips of their fingers and never the soles of their feet. I am
forced to admit that I am, to them, nothing but a series of destinations with no meaningful expanses in between.
Thank you, but no thank you.
The third type, I call the collectors. They are always good for several weeks’ and sometimes even several
months’ worth of work. The interviews they conduct are professional, even mechanical. Before I can offer the
usual inarticulate boast about my “good omelets,” I am hired. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner to be prepared six days
a week. Sundays off. Some immediately delegate the marketing to me. Others insist on accompanying me for the
first few days to make sure that I know the difference between a poularde and a poulette.
*
I rarely fail them. Of course, I have never been able to memorize or keep an accurate tally of the obsessive
assortment of words that the French have devised for this animal that is the center, the stewed, fricasseed, sautéed,
stuffed heart, of every Frenchman’s home. Fat chickens, young chickens, newly hatched chickens, old wiry
chickens, all are awarded their very own name, a noble title of sorts in this lan guage that can afford to be so drunk
and extravagant toward what lies on the dinner table.
“A chicken” and “not this chicken,” these are the only words I need to navigate the poultry markets of this city.
Communicating in the negative is not the quickest and certainly not the most esteemed form of expression, but for
those of us with few words to spare it is the magic spell, the incantation, that opens up an otherwise inaccessible
treasure trove. Wielding my words like a rusty kitchen knife, I can ask for, reject, and ultimately locate that
precise specimen that will grace tonight’s pot.
And, yes, for every coarse, misshapen phrase, for every blundered, dislocated word, I pay a fee. A man with a
borrowed, ill-fitting tongue, I cannot compete for this city’s attention. I cannot participate in the lively lovers’
quarrel between it and its inhabitants. I am a man whose voice is a harsh whisper in a city that favors a song.
No longer able to trust the sound of my own voice, I carry a small speckled mirror that shows me my face, my
hands, and assures me that I am still here. Becoming more like an animal with each displaced day, I scramble to
seek shelter in the kitchens of those who will take me.
Every kitchen is a homecoming, a respite, where I am the village elder, sage and revered. Every kitchen is a
familiar story that I can embellish with saffron, cardamom, bay laurel, and lavender. In their heat and in their
steam, I allow myself to believe that it is the sheer speed of my hands, the flawless measurement of my eyes, the
science of my tongue, that is rewarded.
During these restorative intervals, I am no longer the mute who begs at this city’s steps. Three times a day, I
orchestrate, and they sit with slackened jaws, silenced. Mouths preoccupied with the taste of foods so familiar and
yet with every bite even the most parochial of palates detects redolent notes of something that they have no words
to describe. They are, by the end, overwhelmed by an emotion that they have never felt, a nostalgia for places they
have never been.
I do not willingly depart these havens. I am content to grow old in them, calling the stove my lover, calling the
copper pans my children. But collectors are never satiated by my cooking. They are ravenous. The honey that they
covet lies inside my scars. They are subtle, though, in their tactics: a question slipped in with the money for the
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weekly food budget, a follow-up twisted inside a compliment for last night’s dessert, three others disguised as
curiosity about the recipe for yesterday’s soup.
In the end, they are indistinguishable from the type twos except for the defining core of their obsession. They
have no true interest in where I have been or what I have seen. They crave the fruits of exile, the bitter juices, and
the heavy hearts. They yearn for a taste of the pure, sea-salt sadness of the outcast whom they have brought into
their homes.
And I am but one within a long line of others. The Algerian orphaned by a famine, the Moroccan violated by
his uncle, the Madagascan driven out of his village because his shriveled left hand was a sign of his mother’s
misdeeds, these are the wounded trophies who have preceded me.
*
It is not that I am unwilling. I have sold myself in exchange for less. Under their gentle guidance, their velvet
questions, even I can disgorge enough pathos and cheap souvenir tragedies to sustain them. They are never
gluttonous in their desires, rather the opposite. They are methodical. A measured, controlled dosage is part of the
thrill.
No, I am driven out by my own willful hands. It is only a matter of time. After so many weeks of having that
soft, steady light shined at me, I begin to forget the barbed-wire rules of such engagements. I forget that there will
be days when it is I who will have the craving, the red, raw need to expose all my neglected, unkempt days. And I
forget that I will wait, like a supplicant at the temple’s gate, because all the rooms of the house are somber and
silent. When I am abandoned by their sweet-voiced catechism, I forget how long to braise the ribs of beef,
whether chicken is best steamed over wine or broth, where to buy the sweetest trout. I neglect the pinch of cumin,
the sprinkling of lovage, the scent of lime. And in these ways, I compulsively write, page by page, the letters of
my resignation.
*
“Yes, yes, they’re still looking for a cook,” confirms the concierge. “You’ll have to come back in an hour or so
when they've returned from their drive. Just knock on that door to your left. It leads to the studio. What did you
say your name was?”
“Binh,” I answer.
“What?”
“Binh.”
“Beene? Beene, now that’s easy enough on the tongue. You seem like a nice boy. Let me give you a bit of
advice—don’t blink an eye.”
“What?”
“Don’t blink an eye,” repeats the concierge, raising his brows and his voice for added emphasis. “Do you
understand?”
“No.”
“The two Americans are a bit, umm, unusual. But you’ll see that for yourself as soon as the door to the studio
is opened.”
“Studio? Painters?”
“No, no, a writer and, umm, a companion. But that’s not the point! They are nice, very nice.”
“And?”
“Well, no point really. Except. Except, you should call her by her full name, Gertrude Stein. Always
‘GertrudeStein.’ Just think of it as one word.”
“Is that it? What about the other one?”
“Her name is Alice B. Toklas. She prefers ‘Miss Toklas.’”
“And?”
“Well, that’s it. That’s it.”
“I’ll be back in an hour, then. Good-bye, Monsieur.”
3
“This is a temple, not a home.”
The thought—barely formed, fluid, just beginning to mingle with the faint smells introduced by the opening
door—changes so quickly from prophecy to gospel that I am for a brief moment extricated from my body, made
to stand beside myself, and allowed to serve as a solemn eyewitness. Ordinarily, I am plagued, like the Old Man,
with a slowness. In him, it was triggered by cowardice. In me, it is aggravated by carelessness.
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Ours is a hesitancy toward an act that is habitual and common to those around us: the forming of conclusions.
We are, instead, weighted and heavied by decades of observations. We gather them, rags and remnants, and then
have no needle and thread with which to sew them together. But once they are formed, ours become the thick,
thorny coat of a durian, a covering designed to forestall the odor of rot and decay deep inside.
But to the neighbors whose prying eyes were members of our extended family, the Old Man was a person of
sure-footed opinions, a man of unwavering morals, a man who laid down judgments with the ease of an ox
marking its path with piles of its own dung. Since my first night away from home, I have been suffering through a
dream, sad and naked. I am standing in front of the Old Man’s coffin, which has been laid out in front of his house
underneath the morning sun, and I am saying, as if in a trance:
“This was a man who benefited from a long life. Over the course of his many decades, he had reached a
handful of conclusions about the world around him. In his hands they, the coarse sediments of his life, lost their
natural complexities, became a string of pearl-like truths, a choker for the necks of those who share his name.”
Taking a deep breath, I then solemnly declare,
“He was a coward who finally had the courage to die, knowing that in the silence that he leaves behind him, I
would have the last word, would come forward to ensure that his reputation dies along with his body.”
In my dream, I am saying all of this in French, though I know that this is impossible. But in my dream, cruelty
greases my tongue and I am undeniably fluent.
“This is a temple, not a home.”
*
The thought—growing stronger with the scent of cloves and sweet cinnamon in the air—takes me out of the
past, a borderless country in which I so often find myself, and returns me to Paris, to the rue de Fleurus, where a
door, joints rusted red but otherwise unadorned, is opening. A woman with the face of an owl emerges and
positions herself inside of a wedge of light. The woman, I think, has the face of an “Ancient.” This is not to say
that her face is wrinkled or dulled. Ancients, according to Bâo, my bunkmate on board the Niobe, wear faces that
have not changed for centuries. To look at them, he said, is to look at a series of paintings of their ancestors and
their descendants, as when two mirrors endlessly reflect each other’s images.
Bão said that Ancients possess features so strong and forceful that they can withstand generation after
generation of new and insurgent bloodlines. Women, who are accused of adultery because the faces of their
children refuse to resemble those of their husbands, are often Ancients. In a firefly moment of introspection, Bâo
said that these women are feared because they make a mockery out of the marriage union, that their children’s
preordained faces proclaim too loudly that the man is irrelevant, that maybe he is not needed at all.
Bão, of course, did not say it in exactly these words. His were more immodest, recalling with photographic
details the acts performed by Serena the Soloist, a mixed-blood beauty from Pondicherry who commanded half a
week of his wages, money he now thought was well spent, for a glimpse of his own irrelevancy. Money well
spent, indeed. Serena and her talented fingers and toes have become for Bão a supple example, a sort of explicit
device, that helps him to explain everything he knows in life, from how to bargain for a few extra slices of beef in
his bowl of phô to the difference between• serving under English ship captains and French ones. But no matter
why Serena was introduced, after each encore Bão without fail would offer this advice:
“Remember, as Serena the Soloist showed me, there are just some things a man can’t do!”
Bâo’s eyes would then open wide, and his body would remain perfectly still, as if he were removing all
distractions so that the indelicate meaning of his words could be fully savored. Bão’s own convulsive, silent
laughter would then officially end the show.
When we first met, I asked Bão why he became a sailor when his name meant “storm.” He responded with a
rhythmless shaking, an open-mouthed silence, that I would only later learn to equate with laughter.
As I slipped into the South China Sea, as water erased the shoreline, absolving it of my sins, I began to believe
that conflict and strife were landlocked. Too sweat-stained and cumbersome for sea travel, I thought. So during
our time together, Bão and I developed a tacit understanding that everything he said was true. A covenant easily
kept because there were few on board the Niobe with the authority to contradict, to say “No, that is not true,” who
understood the sounds that we made. The First Officer, according to Bão, knew a few words of Vietnamese, but
the woman who sold them to him was from the old Imperial City of Hue. His ears were trained only to respond to
her Hue cadence, with its twists and undulations, like the wringing of wet silk, regal even as she sat naked asking
for the money she had just earned. The First Officer heard in our southern market banter the unfamiliar language
of a lower class of whores.
This is all to say that Bão and I had built a safe house, and we were its only inhabitants. We were also the fatal
flaws in its design. Arms raised, palms opened, giving ourselves up to the Indian Ocean winds that carried with
them traces of loneliness like airborne granules of pollen, we were its only pillars, absorbing the whole of its
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weight. As long as we were together, we had shelter. The day that the Niobe docked in Marseilles, Bão collected
his pay and waved good-bye from a ship heading for America.
“As long as we are together, we have shelter,” I mouthed to him, but he was already at sea.
*
The woman with the face of an owl repeats her question. My memories of Bão must have been swallowing me
whole. How long have I have been standing there, silent? My delay in re sponding, even when what is posed is
simple and direct, can usually be shrugged away with a smile and a
“My French is not very good.”
But this afternoon I cannot deliver either one. I cannot respond to any of the woman’s jangly French words
because I am too enthralled by her upper lip with its black hairs twitching gently as she speaks. Her mustache, I
think, would be the envy of all three of my brothers, who could only aspire to such definition after weeks’ worth
of unfettered growth. The arc of hair, like a descended third eyebrow, is topped by a solemn monument to the god
of smells. Protruding from her forehead, abruptly billowing out as it reaches her eye sockets, it is not so much a
nose as an altarpiece that segregates the left side of her face from her right. Moving northward, her facial features
disappear underneath a skullcap of hair, dark, absorbing the late-afternoon light.
I am overwhelmed by the intrusiveness of it all until I look into her eyes. They live apart from their housing.
Chasing the light that gilds this city in early autumn, her irides are two nets gently swooping over a band of
butterflies. Catching the light, the circles erupt, bright with movement, the flapping and fanning of many colored
wings. We stand looking at each other, waiting for my response. I am here to inquire about the position as a cook,
I want to say, but lacking the finer components, I offer instead,
“I am the cook you are looking for.” Her eyes flicker with recognition and respond with an implicit
“Of course.”
I have been behind the temple door longer now than any other in this city. I have been given my own set of
keys. I know the arrangement of the rooms that the door once concealed. I have been given a room to call my
own. I have slept soundly, dreamed deeply, inside it. I can walk through the others with my eyes closed. I can
walk through them without being seen. I have heard all the stories that inhabit them, know the colorful faces that
line their walls. I can imagine my Mesdames waiting here for me from the very beginning. Life at 27 rue de
Fleurus, believe me, has the ebb and flow of the sea, predictable, with reassuring periods of calm.
I had arrived on a Sunday afternoon, after all. Miss Toklas would have been nowhere else but firmly planted in
the kitchen. Enrobed in thick woolen socks, secured underneath the leather straps of her sandals, her feet would
have stood slightly apart as she peeled the tart green apples that would later that night soothe GertrudeStein’s
periodic hankering for her childhood in America.
Miss Toklas always stands when she is in the kitchen. Cooking, she thinks, is not a leisure activity. But for her,
it has become just that, and she is keenly aware of it. She keeps a card board box filled with recipes, like other
women keep love letters from their youth. She is afraid that she will forget the passion. She now cooks for
GertrudeStein only on Sundays. In their household, like others in Paris, the cooks are granted Sundays off. At the
end of each week, Miss Toklas by necessity and by desire steps back into the kitchen, gets butter and flour
underneath her fingernails, breathes in the smell of cinnamon, burns her tongue, and is comforted.
They never dine out on Sundays. No exceptions. No visitors at the studio door with letters of intro duction. No
requests granted for a viewing of the paintings. On Sundays my Madame and Madame are safely settled in their
dining room with their memories of their America heaped onto large plates.
Of course, Miss Toklas can reach far beyond the foods of her childhood. She is a cook who puts absinthe in her
salad dressing and rose petals in her vinegar. Her menus can map the world. But lately the two of them have
shared a taste for the foods that fortified them in their youth. Neither of them seems to notice that Miss Tokias’s
“apple pie” is now filled with an applesauce-flavored custard and frosted with buttercream or that her “meat loaf”
harbors the zest of an orange and is bathed in white wine.
GertrudeStein thinks it is unfathomably erotic that the food she is about to eat has been washed, pared,
kneaded, touched, by the hands of her lover. She is overwhelmed by desire when she finds the faint impressions
of Miss Tokias’s fingerprints decorating the crimped edges of a pie crust.
Miss Toklas believes that these nights are her reward. She is a pagan who secretly yearns for High Mass. To
her, there is something of both in their Sunday nights that lets her spirit soar.
“Pussy, there is someone at the studio door,” GertrudeStein would have called out from her chintz-covered
armchair.
There are two of these armchairs at 27 rue de Fleurus, and both of them are located in the studio. They were
made-to-order and therefore could accommodate both the fullness of Gertrude-Stein’s girth and the conciseness of
Miss Toklas’s stature.
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“Lovey, I am tired of dangling my feet in the air. A woman of my age should be able to sit down without
having to look like a misbehaving child,” Miss Toklas must have declared.
“All right, Pussy, all right,” GertrudeStein must have agreed.
And their debate about the costly armchairs must have ended just like that. Because Miss Toklas, I know,
rarely has to say more than “Lovey” to triumph. GertrudeStein, accustomed by now to her comfy throne, would
have called out again,
“Please, Pussy, please. There is someone at the studio door.”
“But, Lovey, you are right there!”
*
Miss Toklas, from her position at the kitchen sink, would have stated the obvious, knowing all the while that it
was of no use. GertrudeStein will not answer her own door today or any other day. GertrudeStein has in recent
years begun to conclude that those who deliberately seek her out are god-awful nuisances, unless they were
willing, of course, to recognize her genius.
She, it must be acknowledged, is the brightest star in the Western sky. Though in truth, I think GertrudeStein is
more of a constellation. She is about the same height as Miss Toklas, but she has a sturdy build, storing most of
her weight in her bosom and hips. GertrudeStein is a great beauty, both Miss Toklas and I believe. No, for me, not
at first. Only Miss Toklas could claim such immediate clarity. Gertrude-Stein’s features are broad, unmistakable, a
bit coarse. Her nose and ears appear to be disproportionately larger than the rest of her face. She, though, carries
herself as if she is an object of desire. She carries herself as if she is her own object of desire. Such self-induced
lust is addictive in its effect. Prolonged exposure makes those around them weak and helpless.
I have seen scattered around the apartment photographs of a GertrudeStein who wears her hair in a massive
topknot, loose, blowzy, somewhat in disarray. The total effect, however, is heroic. The GertrudeStein I know has
less hair on her head than I do. The story of her transformation began, I would imagine, around noon, as she is
rarely awake until then.
GertrudeStein looks at her reflection floating on the surface of a silver teapot and concludes that the pile of
hair on top of her head is unacceptable. It is, she thinks, disrupting the continuity of her face. Shearing it, she tells
Miss Toklas, will be an important act. Pointless overdecoration, GertrudeStein explains, thinking of the commas
and periods that she has plucked from the pages of her writings. Such interferences, she insists, are nothing more
than toads flattened on a country road, careless and unsightly. The modern world is without limits, she tells Miss
Toklas, so the modern story must accommodate the possibilities—a road where she can get lost if she so chooses
or go slow and touch each blade of grass.
GertrudeStein should know. She is an excellent driver. She lapses, however, when she has to go in reverse. She
would rather keep on driving until she can turn the automobile around, a 360-degree arc of obstinacy. That way,
she is technically always going forward.
Miss Toklas likes the wind in her face. It takes Miss Toklas nearly two days, interrupted only by their mutual
desire to eat, to cut off GertrudeStein’s hair. As each lock is slipped between the blades of her scissors, Miss Tok las smiles, and says,
“Oh, this is so Spanish!”
That is her highest compliment for any situation. Spain, Miss Toklas thinks, is where her soul first emerged,
fully formed. Spain is where she first experienced Passion, without GertrudeStein. Every town has at least one
house, marked by the sign of a cross, in which she could meet Her. Her flirtation, her lover, her Virgin. On their
first visit to Avila, she begs GertrudeStein to stay, to linger in the shadows of the city’s cloistered walls.
GertrudeStein suspects that on Spanish soil, Miss Toklas would become another’s devotee. GertrudeStein
could not bear such disgraceful competition. Paris, she knows, has its share of seductions, but those are at least
corporeal in form. Miss Toklas is moved by the sight of GertrudeStein’s shoulders as they are being eased into a
shawl of newly clipped hair, lacelike, covering and revealing all at once.
Miss Toklas keeps on cutting, remembering the monks who wound through the streets of Valencia, a slowmoving, deliberate act. She keeps on cutting, losing herself in Gertrude-Stein’s conversion. After her two-day
sitting, GertrudeStein is left with a patch of closely cropped hair that stops just at her earlobes, a mantle intended
to be demure but instead alludes to the skin, bare and lurking below. She holds Miss Toklas in her arms, placing
thank-you kisses in her palms. Miss Toklas remembers the children in Burgos who mistook GertrudeStein for a
bishop and begged to kiss her ring.
Wiping her hands off on her apron, Miss Toklas would have walked down the hallway toward the studio door.
She would have passed by her Lovey sitting deep within the shadows of yet another detective story. GertrudeStein
is very democratic in her reading choices. She delights in the clipped prose, the breakneck speed at which she
turns the pages, the steamy mix of petty crimes and bad love affairs. She is especially addicted to the flagrant use
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of a distinctly American English, a language that she thinks ignites these stories with their vigor and vim. Over
two decades in Paris, and yet with each day GertrñdéStein believes that she is growing more intimate with the
language of her birth. Now that it is no longer applicable to the subjects of everyday life, no longer wasted on the
price of petrol, the weather, the health of other people’s children, it has become for her a language reserved for
genius and creation, for love and devotion. As she is destined now to see it more often than to hear it,
GertrudeStein has also grown to appreciate its contours and curvatures, captured and held steady on the pages of
the books and letters that cross her lap. The words provoke the scientific in her, remind her of her days in medical
school, dissecting something live and electric, removing vital organs from a living animal and watching the chaos
that ensues.
Miss Toklas likes the smell of fresh ink on fingertips. She types and proofs all of GertrudeStein’s writings. The
intimacy that she has with these written words cannot be had, she thinks, by merely reading the finished,
typewritten pages. She longs for the scrawl, the dark, dark lines where her Lovey has pressed firmly, deliberately.
She recognizes each break in the flow of the ink, sometimes in midword, pauses for her pleasure. Not until she
cries out “Mercy, please have mercy!” does the ink resume its flow.
When Miss Toklas first moved into 27 rue de Fleurus, there were other women typing and proofing for
GertrudeStein. Miss Toklas immediately recognized the familiarity that such acts bestow. She did not want to see
the unfamiliar pairs of white kid gloves lying on the table, a shed serpent skin, fingers poised for the cool touch of
the typewriter keys. She thought she smelled their sweat corrupting the ink on the pages. She needed to know that
this was not so.
Miss Toklas has long since made herself indispensable to GertrudeStein. She is as much a guardian of their
temple as the solid door to the studio. She is the first line of defense, the official taster of the King’s food, the
mother hen. Miss Tokias throws open the studio door with a single flick of her wrist, a revelation in the strength
of her hands. She sees my face, and says,
“I am Alice B. Toklas, and who are you?” …
173.17 Vietnam Memories In America\fn{by an unnamed female Vietnamese refugee (1969Vietnam (F) 5

)}

Ho Chi Minh City,

On April 30, 1975, North Vietnam took over South Vietnam.
It was a shattering moment. Thousands of people tried to escape in search of freedom. People who managed to
leave in 1975 faced a lot of difficulties. Those who escaped later in overcrowded boats faced even more problems.
I am one of the refugees who left on a boat.
Before my departure, I faced many hardships under a Communist government and later in a refugee camp. I
had great expectations of America, but since my arrival in 1985 I have faced many unexpected disappointments
and realize that my dreams were little more than illusions.
*
We are a family of eleven: in addition to my parents and myself, I have an older sister, four older brothers, and
three younger brothers.
We were a middle-class family. My father worked for the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the
South Vietnamese government. My dad also owned a gas station and a rice warehouse that my uncle managed.
My mother was a housewife.
Maids took care of us children. We lived in a big beautiful house near the river, which we crossed every day to
go to a private school. I had a happy and peaceful childhood until one day when my dad came home and said we
had to leave because the Communists would be taking over the country soon. Given his occupation, he knew we
had to leave as soon as possible before the Communist army reached Saigon.
I was seven years old at the time and was excited about traveling, seeing new things, and visiting different
places. However, I was immediately disappointed when my family of eleven piled into an overcrowded
automobile with our luggage. It took an entire day to reach our destination, a town located along the coast of
South Vietnam. My father originally wanted to go to Saigon because he thought it would be safer there; also, he
had friends there who could help us find a way to leave. To our dismay, one of the bridges to Saigon had been
bombed; the bombs destroyed not only the bridge but our plans as well.
We stayed in that coastal town for a week; during which I saw thousands of dead people on the streets. Bombs
and grenades exploded everywhere. As we left the house where we were staying, I saw a wounded lady holding
two children in her arms. All three were lying on the street. She mumbled for help but we walked away and
ignored her because we were trying to leave as quickly as possible as our own lives were in danger. I thought we
were so selfish and felt guilty for not doing anything to save the woman and her children. Therefore, whenever I
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think of Vietnam, I think about her. Her bloody image always appears in my mind and I get so scared. Since that
day, every night I have prayed for her forgiveness.
As we kept walking and walking, more people continued to drop dead in front of our eyes. Finally, my father
decided we had to turn back. One night, I saw a bright light shining on the house where we were staying. I asked
my sister,
“Are we going to die?” When my father heard my question, he called us over and made us sit next to each
other. He said,
“No matter what, we will live together, and if we die, we will die together.”
My mom started to cry. We children followed suit. It was a touching and memorable night that I shall never
forget. Luckily, a week later, when the Communists captured all of South Vietnam, we were still alive. My father
decided to move back to our hometown in central Vietnam.
*
A few days after we got there, my father was arrested. That tragedy will always remain deep in my memory.
We children were sleeping when it happened. When my mother woke us up, I was so surprised to see dozens of
Communist soldiers and military officers with guns in their hands as they surrounded my father. I did not know
what was going on. My mother was crying as she knelt down and begged them,
“Please don’t take my husband away. He is innocent. He never hurts anyone.”
We all tried to hold on to my father but they pulled him out of our house and took him away. I thought my
father was gone forever but I kept hoping and wishing that one day we would be reunited with him.
After that, our life became harder. Before 1975, my whole family lived on my father’s salary and his business
income. After he was arrested, my mom had to work day and night as a laborer to support her nine children by
herself. She faced many difficulties under the Communist government. For example, she had to go to “seminars”
every other night. She was told how we had to behave while we were on probation. We were on probation because
my father had been a military officer in the former government.
We children were isolated in school and prohibited from participating in various activities. Soldiers and
officials came over to our house frequently without telling us ahead of time. They dug around our house to look
for gold and jewelry but they found only part of our wealth. My mother knew how greedy the Communists were,
so she had hidden our valuables in many different secret places.
The Communists then kicked us out of our house and gave us a. small hut located in a rural area. They took not
only our house, but also our car and furniture. We lost almost all the gold we had (worth three hundred thousand
U. S. dollars at the time) because it was in our house and yard. We only had a little gold left that my uncle was
keeping for us.
Since we received no rations, we had to buy food, which was very expensive, in the black market. The
government did not care if we starved to death. They did not allow my mother to visit my father often.
At that time, I was too young and naïve to realize the truth about Communism. In theory, Communism stands
for people’s rights, but in truth, that is only a lie. Before 1975, the Viet Cong went from town to town to convince
people that they would do their best to protect them and bring equality to everyone. They flattered people and
helped them do their farmwork and housework. Therefore, most peasants and poor people believed them and
supported them.
But after 1975, we learned that Communists are cold-blooded murderers. As a child, I learned this truth the
hard way first-hand. I saw that under Communism people in fact did not have any rights. Even friends and
families were afraid to gather in groups to socialize because they feared the Communists would suspect them of
plotting against the new government.
The Communists had absolute power over our lives. They could take us away from our family any time they
wished. They could even shoot us without any reason and no one would dare to say a word to challenge their
actions.
The Communist government prohibited people from doing all sorts of things, particularly if the adults had
worked for the former government. They had a special policy for the children of such parents, such as us. We
were told we could never receive a college education.
In 1978, they announced a five-year plan and said that there would be no more private ownership of anything,
and that people had to pay higher taxes. Worst of all, they forced women to use diaphragms as part of their birth
control program that aimed to reduce the number of babies women could produce.
During that period, many women became very ill. My mother was one of them. The Communist doctors were
not really professional doctors. They took only a few classes and trained for only a few months, after which they
were recognized as doctors, dentists, and nurses. During the years when my family lived under Communist rule,
the Communists indirectly killed a lot of people because of their lack of health care experience. For example, a
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friend of mine had a stomachache from eating the wrong food. Her family took her to the hospital but she died a
few days later. I could not believe it: people died from easily curable ailments. Our lives were worth very little in
the eyes of our new rulers.
In 1980, when my father was still in a re-education camp in the northern part of Vietnam, he got very sick
because the weather in the North was dismal and he had suffered a heart attack in earlier years. He almost died.
The guards neither took him to the hospital nor allowed my mother to visit him. All we could do was to wait
nervously for news of his recovery. We thought we would never see our father again. We cried, prayed, and
begged those cold-blooded people for help, but their unspoken philosophy was:
“Too bad you die. Who cares?”
Luckily, when they allowed my mother to visit him three months later, he was still alive.
In 1982, after seven years of imprisonment, my father was released from the re-education camp. But my family
was forced to leave our hometown and relocate to a New Economic Zone (NEZ) in the middle of nowhere.
The living conditions in the NEZs were unbearable. Our entire family worked in sugarcane fields from 6:30
A.M. to 6:00 P.M. every day. The NEZ had no school, no hospital, and no electricity. Our future looked so bleak
that we finally risked our lives and escaped to Saigon to live illegally with my aunt’s family. We were determined
to escape from Vietnam at whatever cost even if it meant we might lose our lives, just as two of my cousins who
tried to escape lost theirs.
My father planned ahead: if we failed and could not get out of Vietnam, he said, our entire family would
commit suicide together. No matter how many times we might be arrested and put in jail to rot, we never gave up
the idea of escaping. The fact that we no longer had any money did not deter our determination to flee from
Communist Vietnam.
*
In 1983, my older sister and seven brothers tried to escape but were caught and put in jail. Even though my
parents lost all the gold they had paid the boat owner, they were determined that at least one member of our
family should leave. So, they decided that I should escape alone.
At that time, I did not know anything about what was involved in an escape attempt. The only information I
had was what my parents told me. I left Vietnam when I was fourteen in a small boat with a huge number of
people in it. During our journey across the ocean, we had no thoughts of anything else except food and water. The
boat owner gave each of us a very small cup of water and an uncooked yam each day. But we could not eat the
raw yam because we were so tired that our teeth had become too weak to chew anything. We sat in the boat
exhausted as we waited to get to our destination.
After seven days at sea, we ran out of water. About half the people in the boat became disoriented. They fought
with one another as they desperately tried to see who had food and water. The last few days on the boat, I was so
sick that I became almost unconscious. As I lay on the deck, people stepped over me.
Eventually, to my disbelief and immeasurable joy, our boat finally reached Malaysia. Many people on my boat,
including me, were taken to a hospital in Kuala Lumpur, the capital of Malaysia. We were so sick that we stayed
there for a month. Only after we recovered and had been checked carefully did they take us to a refugee camp. It
was so sad to leave behind in the hospital five people who had come on the same boat with me.
On the same day that I arrived at the refugee camp, representatives from World Relief interviewed me. They
asked me about my family and wrote down everything I told them on a refugee application form. Luckily, I had
memorized the full names of my parents, sister, and brothers, as well as all their birthdays. I also told them my
father’s background and military identification number. They looked at me in surprise because I remembered
every little detail. They said I could enter the United States easily because my father’s background fitted the
priority categories they had established with regard to what kind of people would qualify for admission into the
United States. They gave me my own identification number and took me to live in the Minors’ Center in the
camp.
During my first week in Malaysia, I experienced a storm of mixed emotions and had no sense of direction. I
was both happy and sad—happy because I had almost reached the America my parents had dreamed of, but sad
because I was separated from my family and had no idea when or even if I would ever see them again. I felt sorry
for myself because I was all alone in a foreign country at age fourteen. Back in Vietnam, I had a big family to take
care of me. Now, I had no one. Being alone, I had plenty of time to sulk.
Conditions in the camp during the first few weeks were chaotic. I lived with other children who were under
age eighteen whose parents were not with them. I never saw so many kinds of people as I did at the Minors’
Center. Boys and girls lived together in one big, long house. Most of them used slang words and a lot of girls were
pregnant. Seeing them scared me. As soon as I came in, a girl came up to me and said,
“You have to be careful at night.”
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Therefore, every night I tried to stay awake and I only dared to sleep in a corner in the daytime. I tried not to
bother or talk to anyone. I was afraid of being beaten up. I was nervous every single minute because I had no idea
what would happen to me. I knew nothing about sex until I entered that camp and learned that many of the
pregnant girls had been raped.
To make matters worse, during my second week there, I began to menstruate. I thought something was wrong
with me. I did not know what to do except sit in a corner and cry. That evening, while everyone was busy
watching television, I went to the clinic. Along the way, people looked at me strangely and laughed. When the
doctor explained to me why I was dripping with blood, I became so embarrassed that I did not want to go back to
the Minors’ Center. But I had to because I had nowhere else to go.
In the days that followed, I felt so uncomfortable that I was afraid to meet people. I had only one pair of pants
and one shirt, so I always had to wash my clothes while taking a shower and put them back on when they were
still wet. I smelled bad. I cried and cried because I missed my family so much and felt so sorry for myself.
Three months later, I met a lady who had been on our boat. I told her about my situation and she felt so much
sympathy for me that she invited me to live with her and her two children. I felt a lot safer with her but everything
was still so foreign and strange. However, when I recalled my life in the NEZ, my memories gave me the strength
to overcome whatever obstacles I might encounter.
*
After that, I stopped feeling discouraged and started to learn English and French at the school in the refugee
camp. I also learned to cook and to sew. In time, I became self-sufficient. It was a little scary, though, to think
how much I had grown up in such a short time. I could now take care of myself, I was more confident about my
ability to survive, and my circle of friends grew larger as time passed. I got used to my environment and was even
getting used to the idea that I might never see my family again.
In late 1983, I was informed that I would be allowed to go to the United States under my father’s priority
category. However, I had to wait for someone to sponsor me, so I had to keep waiting.
In 1985, to my amazement, I received a letter from my father telling me that he, my sister, and one of my
brothers had just escaped to Hong Kong by boat. Even more miraculously, two months later I met my mother and
the rest of my brothers who had also made it to Malaysia. After two years of separation, it felt like heaven to see
their faces. Our happiness was beyond belief.
I had changed so much—1 had become an adult. Four months later, our family was reunited in the Philippines
[at the Philippine Refugee Processing Center], where we had to learn English before being allowed to enter the
United States. While there, I envisioned an America based on the stories that other people told me. I thought it
must be a beautiful “land of the free,” a country full of natural wonders and immeasurable wealth. People can
walk on gold, I was told, because it is so plentiful that there is enough gold for everybody. I heard that in America
everything is possible. All I had to do was to reach out and grab it. Based on such fanciful visions, I began making
plans for my future. I dreamed of going to school, making a lot of new friends, and becoming an artist and a
professor of music.
*
This vision of America failed to materialize when we left the Philippines and arrived in the United States in
1985. As the plane touched down, we began to get the jitters. We were scared because we did not know anyone.
Our sponsor and a representative from IOM [International Organization for Migration] met us at the airport.
America looked so beautiful and prosperous. Americans also looked so different—they had shiny, silky, golden
hair instead of black hair. What impressed me the most was their gigantic size, which made us feel small,
insignificant, and invisible. I gazed at them with much curiosity.
As our sponsor drove us to the apartment she had rented for us, I began to daydream about my wonderful
future—a future full of material things: cars, clothes, money, schooling, and a career. When we arrived at a dirty,
run-down three-bedroom apartment, we saw the food that our sponsor had prepared for us. It was so kind of her to
have done so. The only problem was that we could not understand what she said to us, so we had to communicate
by body language.
It took us a while to adjust to the new time zone and the cold weather. We slept while other people went to
work and were awake at night when other people slept. Two weeks later, our sponsor took us to the Welfare
Department to apply for welfare and Medicare. She also enrolled me and my siblings in school and found me a
part-time job in a Vietnamese restaurant.
I worked four hours a day after school was out. I was a waitress and helped clean up the premises and chop
things for the cooks. As my cooking skills improved, I became an assistant cook. I made $4.50 an hour and sent
most of my earnings to our relatives in Vietnam.
A year later, I met a lady at a bus station and she told me that I could get a job in a garment factory. I left the
372

restaurant and started sewing clothes. Even though I earned the same amount of money, I liked sewing better. My
parents also thought that sewing was a more desirable job than waitressing. They told me they felt so sad when I
was working as a waitress. They asked me to set my eyes on a more prestigious occupation as all of us had risked
our lives to escape from Vietnam. Everyone in my big family had problems with the English language and with
adapting to American culture just as all newcomers do.
America seemed particularly strange to my parents. They refused to face the fact that we were here to stay.
They were trapped in their own world, a world of the never-forgotten past.
They now devote their lives to raising their children. They are obsessed with one goal and one goal only: to
raise us to become decent, self-supporting in- dividuals. Once, I commented on their lack of a social life. I asked
them,
“How come you never go out? Why don’t you ever do things with friends?”
I was not mature enough at that time to realize how painful those questions were to my parents. As I grew
older, I became more sensitive to the circumstances that inhibit my parents from being happy and enjoying life. I
pictured myself being in my parents’ place and came to the conclusion that I would rather die than be so
dependent on other people. Even though we have been in the United States for seven years, my parents’
knowledge of English consists of broken segments of sentences.
They depend on their children to translate and interpret for them. Finding work is out of the question because
they have no marketable job skills. They also depend on us for transportation because they cannot drive.
Therefore, they are restricted to the boundaries of our home and all they can do is housework.
*
Welfare payments and a free public education helped us children start our lives over. My first day at school
was nerve-wracking. I did not understand anything the teacher said. All I had learned in the Philippines were
words like “hi,” “bye,” “how are you?” and “hell.”
When I was in the tenth grade, I had to take English as a Second Language (ESL) classes. I studied very hard.
Every night, I stayed up until 3:00 or 4:00 A.M. doing my homework because I had to look up almost every word
in the dictionary. Only when I entered eleventh grade did my English get better. It was very difficult for me to
learn English because I came to the United States when I was sixteen years old, so I could not learn the language
quickly as little kids can.
I eventually got used to the American school system, however, and made friends with students of many
different national origins. After three years, I graduated from high school and was accepted by several
universities. I chose to attend this university and am majoring in business economics with an emphasis in
accounting. College is challenging but not as difficult as high school used to be when I first arrived. I shall be
graduating in June, 1992. My three older brothers have already graduated from college and now work as
engineers. My three younger brothers are now at UCLA. They all want to be doctors and are majoring in
biochemistry. My eldest sister got married and works in a nail salon. Her husband works in the construction
industry. Even though she is married, she continues to help take care of our parents.
Our family’s economic condition is now much better and my siblings and I have adapted quite well to
American culture. However, no matter what we do, Vietnam is still in our hearts. We respect older people,
including our teachers. We speak Vietnamese at home, read Vietnamese newspapers and magazines, watch
Vietnamese movies, and eat Vietnamese food. Vietnam will always be in our brains and blood.
At the same time, I am now an American. I became a naturalized citizen in 1990. Sometimes I still feel an
impulse to return to Vietnam where I imagine myself sinking blissfully into all the happiness we had experienced
when I was young. But these impulses do not last long because I know the past that I treasure can never be retrieved. Acknowledging this truth, as well as my determination to succeed in whatever I do right here in America,
I know I am an American.
The way my parents live their lives still saddens me. I don’t know why but every time I think about that I cry
and cry.
Maybe I am crying for two people who eat and breathe but are, in fact, dead. They died the instant they left
their native land. Perhaps I am also crying for two people whom I call my parents but who are alienated from their
children simply because they refuse to accept the fact that America is their new home and not merely a temporary
refuge. I cry because I do not really know what my parents feel and think. The most important reason I cry is that
I have to watch my parents die a little each day and there seems to be nothing I can do about it.
252.159 Excerpt from For The Love Of Vietnam\fn{by Huong Keenleyside (1971- )} Hanoi, Hanoi Capital District,
Vietnam (F) 10
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1
It was late afternoond the corn leaves, which were ripening in the field along the edge of the village of Phu
Xuyen, were rustling in the light breeze. The sky was a deep blue and the birds were flying back to their nests for
the night. A narrow, grassy path ran in a zigzag pattern to a mulberry field at the edge of the forest, where two
men were going for a walk. One was Ngoc Van, a building contractor, in a trendy white suit, white shirt and a felt
hat, and the other, Ngoc Lan, who was just twenty-five, was wearing a soldier’s uniform; his helmet bore the
insignia of an artillery warrant officer. Ngoc Lan had invited his brother, Ngoc Van, to talk privately for the last
time before joining the army’s fight in the South.
“I will be going to South Vietnam the day after tomorrow,” Ngoc Lan informed his brother.
“How do you know? That should have been kept secret; if our army knows where they are going, the
Americans are sure to bomb them. How do you feel about being sent to the battlefield?”
“You don’t think that I’d come here to say my goodbyes to everybody only to desert from the army, do you?”
said Ngoc Lan, raising his eyebrows at Ngoc Van. “Anyway, I’ll be back in three years.” Surprised, Ngoc Van
asked,
“What makes you think it will be three years?”
“Sometimes, secrets take on a funny nature. The day after tomorrow we will gather in Thanh Hoa and from
there, we will speed-march to Saigon to fight, conquer and return! We will be back by the end of 1969, or at worst
by the beginning of 1970.”
The Northern people shared the very same hope as that of Presideni Ho Chi Minh and General Commander Vo
Nguyen Giap—that the war would end as soon as possible. In 1954, General Giap had beaten th French in the
Dien Bien Phu Campaign in just 56 days, but this time, the Americans were a lot stronger than the French, and
their army was better trained and equipped.
“I disagree. Do you know how dreadful the battlefield is? I think it is to early for you to be so optimistic.
According to Uncle Ho’s (the populai name for Ho Chi Minh, the natural leader of the North; even today he is
both revered and cherished in a way that Stalin never was) prediction, it will be at least 1976, or even 1979,
before we can reunify the country. However as the American people are also against this war, they may withdraw
their troops at any given time, and then your prediction would come true Anyway, it may take you three years
before you can even enter Saigon because the Ho Chi Minh Trail is the most dangerous road in the world.”
Ngoc Lan dwelt on these thoughts without pleasure. He had been so excited about the journey to join in the
fight and hopefully bring peace back to the nation, that he hadn’t even considered the latter prospect. The
Americans had recently gone all out and seemed determined to win: they were bombing everywhere in the North.
There was nothing left; no factories and no electricity. Even the fields had been damaged by bomb and the
economy was in a terrible situation. Like everyone in the North of Vietnam, Ngoc Lan just wanted the war to be
over as soon as possible.
“If that is so, then it may take longer to reach Saigon than initially planned, which would mean that it would be
even longer before I could return home. I already miss our family … I will miss this cornfield at sunset and the
old tiled roofs, and all the times you and I have wandered through this field.”
“The only person you will miss will be your new wife, Nhat.”
“Yes, I will miss her the most,” admitted Ngoc Lan. “I have been in love with her ever since I was fifteen years
old. We only got married last month and now I am to leave her side for a life in the army; how can I not miss her?
She is really weak and frail, Ngoc Van. If you have time, I would be grateful if you would call at our house and
help her occasionally while I am away. My parents are old and my younger brother Mai is still living and studying
in Germany—”
“Don’t worry,” interrupted Ngoc Van. “Go to the battlefield and to the danger of the bombs and the shells. The
people that remain behind will look after and support each other. After all, there are enough of us.”
“I know, but—”
“No buts. Have you finished saying your goodbyes to everyone?”
“Almost everyone.” Ngoc Van interrupted:
“I don’t think I told you, Nga, my wife, wants to settle near her family home.” Ngoc Lan pretended to be
horrified.
“Don’t you mind living next to your wife’s family? I don’t mind joining the army, but living near my motherin-law—never!”
“Peace will soon be here. I have plans to expand our village into a town, or even a new city. The village roads
will become busy trading streets. The countryside would be a good place for city people to come to relax and buy
agricultural produce and locally made goods,” Ngoc Van thought, aloud.
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“You have modern ideas. Your thoughts are creative. Nevertheless, each country has its own customs and
traditions. It will take time and patience to introduce new developments. You see, our people just don’t have
sufficient experience to prepare them for such radical reforms. They’re still not convinced of the benefits of
joining cooperatives, much less …” Ngoc Lan wondered.
“You are still quite young,” said Ngoc Van, “and because of that, you are afraid of change and progress. When
peace arrives, come back and see how well our homeland has blossomed under socialism. You must remember to
write letters home. Make a success of your career. In our clan, we still don’t have a hero, but we also don’t have a
deserter. either.”
“I am proud of that,” said Ngoc Lan, removing some letters from his bag. “It will be difficult for us to post
letters on the march, so I have already written some letters for my wife. Please take them and send one to her once
a month. I have pencilled the dates on the back of the envelopes.”
Ngoc Van groaned inwardly—he knew that he would have to travel to make sure that the postmarks would
show different provinces and this would prove both time-consuming and expensive.
“Are they full of compassion and love like a novel? Are they so full of tears that you can wring water out of
the pages?” he teased.
“No, they’re not,” snorted Ngoc Lan. “They’re encouraging her to get along with the other women in the
cooperative. They tell her not to be worried about me, and that I love her. Come on, we’ve only been married just
three weeks; no more, no less. What more do you need to know?”
“Enough, and remember, take care of yourself. I know you are as nimble as a squirrel and as strong as a tiger,
but the important thing is your sixth sense which will help you to survive more than anything else, so try to
develop that.”
“I will try,” answered Ngoc Lan.
“And I have bad news. Mui, our cousin, has died on the way home in the Quang Tri Province. The council
have decided not to tell Uncle Tap until after the New Year.”
“I don’t know how his father will cope with this news; our family has lost too many people already this year.”
“Every family in our province has lost somebody,” Ngoc Van corrected. “The war must end. I will do whatever
I can to make it so.”
Ngoc Van told Ngoc Lan all this bad news, because this was a time when everyone must look forward in order
to decide what was good for Vietnam. Ngoc Lan must know that he was fighting for his family and his country.
Wherever he may be, he must remember where he came from and that his family would be waiting for his return.
The two cousins walked along the countryside lane in silence. From the west, the perfect, round moon,
signifying the fourteenth day of the month, emerged through thin gray clouds. Moonlight filled the fields with a
silver glow.
There are so many beautiful things in my country that are worth fighting for, thought Ngoc Lan, on their return
to Ngoc Van’s house.
*
Everybody in Nguyen Ngoc’s family had gathered at Ngoc Van’s house for a farewell feast, to say goodbye to
yet another member of the clan who was going to fight in the South. Most of the people left behind in the village
were old, because the young were either in the army or had been sent to work on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. In the
middle of the main hall was the family altar, where incense was burning and in front of the altar was a beautifully
carved ebony bed. Some of the older men were sipping tea and discussing current affairs and some of the older
women were sitting outside chewing betel nut. Flower rush mats had been laid on the ground and women were
cooking in the kitchen, their faces red from the heat of the fires.
Mrs. Loc checked her brown Ao Dai and flannel waistband holding her silver betel mortar to ensure that she
was tidy. She then walked formally towards the front of ancestral altar, hoping and praying that the ancestors
would protect Ngoc Lan now that he was in the army and help suppress the American rebellion. She hoped that
the ancestors would deflect arrows and bullets from striking Ngoc Lan, and that he would return safe and sound.
The village of Phu Xuyen looked peaceful .and evocative in the light of the waxing moon. People were sitting
sipping their drinks and dinner was just about ready. The old women enjoyed their gossiping and, while they
would never admit to it, the old men enjoyed a good chinwag as well.
“Our villages are running out of men! We are afraid that there will be no one left to bring in the harvest this
year.” Mrs Loc was quite scathing when she spoke.
“There is nothing to worry about. It only needs three responsible women to plough and harrow. We may even
do better than the young men, who are not even capable of catching a chicken.”
The old Mrs Nguyet slowly picked up a spittoon and, in a womanly, genteel way, disposed of her chewed betel
nut. When she had finished, she placed the spittoon by the wall and said:
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“So many cows, oxen and buffalo are being killed or wounded by the bombs. Farming will be difficult this
year. The land is hard to work by hand so rice will not grow very well. Moreover, this year we are asked to give
more rice, vegetables and meat for the cause of the army.”
“I’ve been watching the full moon. I am afraid that there will be a drought,” continued the old man, Mr. Tuan,
taking up where Mrs. Nguyet had left off.
“There will be no drought! I think it’s more likely that there will be flooding; if that happens, then we’ll have
nothing to eat and we will go hungry. Drought does not hold out the same fears for me. Does anybody agree with
me?” asked the old man, Mr. Luong.
“That is the reason why people in Ha Bac are in a hurry to carry out maintenance work on the irrigation ditches
and drainage canals. They have not been done for several years. A shortage of people meant that there was nobody
left to scoop the water into the fields. It’s as simple as that. When I was younger, I had to bail water until my arms
felt as if they were breaking,” remarked the old lady, Mrs. Thuy.
“Bailing water is such hard work,” Mrs. Nguyet agreed. “My arms ached after twenty minutes but I still had to
do it, hour after hour. You can get used to carrying loads that are too heavy, you can get used to bending over and
planting rice, but you never get used to bailing water. In fact, no one can!”
“The country will soon be unified,” said Mrs. Loc, when she had finished the ceremony of giving food to their
ancestors. She was escorted to a rush mat and sat down. “Once the fighting is over, our young men will come
back and they will help us to rebuild all that we have lost. In the meantime, we’ll just have to manage as best as
we can. Our men are sacrificing so much at the front that we have to do all that we can to support them.
“It isn’t easy,” Mrs. Loc continued. “The American bombing has played havoc with our villages, hospitals,
factories and schools. There is nothing left for us. Everything we have is given to the men on the front line. I am
afraid that when our children return, there will be nothing left for them but ashes. We ought to be ashamed of
ourselves.”
“Why are the Americans so angry? Terrorists have used many pounds of explosives in their country and yet
they have no qualms about dropping hundreds of thousands of tons of bombs on us,” Mrs. Nguyet asked.
No one could answer. At last, Mrs. Nguyet decided that it was men’s territory that they were venturing into.
The party around them warmed up as the stories became noisier and more interesting. Mr. Tap happily told
everyone that his son, the young soldier Mui, would return to celebrate the Vietnamese New Year. He often sent
letters home and many people were in awe of the things he wrote in his letters to his father. He even told of some
infantry battalions full of students from Hanoi; many of whom had never even fired a gun before.
Ngoc Van glanced at Ngoc Lan. He had said nothing to Uncle Tap about the terrible news of his son, but inside
he felt like crying. Ngoc Lan wanted to go to the South right now, to fight with the South Government and the
Americans and to ask how they could commit such atrocities.
Earlier that year, Ho Chi Minh had said he was willing to lose ten men for every American soldier in order to
bring peace to his country. So every young man in North Vietnam had been recruited to the army, bringing the
numbers up to 3 million. There would be serious fighting ahead.
*
At last, Ngoc Lan entered the magic road—the Ho Chi Minh Trail. It was not as Ngoc Lan had imagined. No
books or reports had mentioned that the Ho Chi Minh Trail had no clean water or how primitive the conditions
were, so Ngoc Lan kept diaries and eventually he became used to jungle life. Ngoc Lan knew that the Ho Chi
Minh Trail had been under attack from American bombs but what he didn’t know was that there had been
bombing every day. Rather than go straight to Saigon, they decided to take detours of many hundreds of
kilometres to avoid the carpet-bombing. Sometimes, there was no food, so the soldiers had to eat jungle leaves
and bamboo shoots.
Ngoc Lan lost weight. Life on the Ho Chi Minh Trail was much more difficult compared to the training they
had received in the North. Ngoc Lan was forever hungry and longed to know when he would be able to eat
enough food again. If Ngoc Lan wanted to have a shower, he needed to wake up at 4:00 a.m. only to have to stand
under a tree and then shake it for the water to fall on him.
As the Americans were unable to use aerial photoreconnaissance to look for troop movements because of the
jungle cover, they used different kinds of detection devices. The most common were microphones. Another was a
machine which could detect human urine. Like all of his colleagues, when Ngoc Lan urinated, he retained the
urine, so that a soldier would be able to remove it far from Ho Chi Minh Trail as a decoy, in the hope that the
Americans would detect the urine and bomb that area instead.
Sometimes, Ngoc Lan’s unit would have support from an elephant team, and they were used to carry the
equipment and supplies. Once, when especially hungry, Ngoc Lan stole the elephant’s sugar (used as a reward), so
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the next day, the elephants refused to move until they received their sweet drink. Ngoc Lan recalled feeling rather
embarrassed at the time.
On Ho Chi Minh Trail, it was not easy for the mail to get through to the troops. However, Ngoc Lan was one
of the lucky ones, as not only did he receive a letter from his family, but also one from Nhat. Ngoc Lan read
Nhat’s over and over again, until the paper finally disintegrated and he could no longer read the words.
Ngoc Lan witnessed thousands of soldiers and officers working under the bombs every day. Sometimes, the
American army used as many as 700 planes to bomb the trail in a week. Thousands of tons of bombs were
dropped, killing many of the young soldiers. Despite the death of so many, no one was intimidated by the
Americans. Some soldiers referred to the Americans as “monsters”, and they wanted to force them out of
Vietnam. Sometimes, after a long day’s trek, everyone was able to relax beside the river. After a simple meal with
jungle vegetables, Ngoc Lan sang his favourite song for his colleagues, Love Song, which was written by Hoang
Viet, who went along the Ho Chi Minh Trail singing his song for the soldiers:
When I sing my love song,
To send back to my girlfriend at home.
My strong voice could drown out the sound of the bombing.
My strong voice drowns out the sound of the storm.
Darling, do you know that my song is from my heart?
I hope my song could stop the war.

2
By January 1968, and after several months on the Ho Chi Minh Trail to the South, Ngoc Lan’s unit was finally
closing in on the southern capital of Saigon. The unit stopped in the jungle, just 60 kilometres from the centre on
the northern side.
Ngoc Lan heard that his unit was to be part of one of the four main axis of the attack to open the way to
Saigon. That day, everyone, including Ngoc Lan, knew they were about to enter into a very important fight. By
the twentieth, the day that marked the start of the Tet Offensive, Ngoc Lan’s unit was located at Dong Du. For the
first time, the North attempted a full-scale set-piece battle against the South, rather than the guerrilla warfare that
they had been carrying out so far.
It was hoped that the sight of a major victory against the South would trigger a general popular uprising
amongst the people. If these people could be persuaded to take up arms in support of the Northern forces, the war
would be almost over. Open-style fighting was something the Americans had been wanting for many years. They
would then be able to introduce the superior firepower of the B-52s, helicopters, warships, tanks and modern
weapons.
For the Vietnamese, Tet is the Lunar New Year and is as important as Christmas, Easter and all other holidays,
rolled into one. In previous years, there had been both official and unofficial ceasefires. It was also hoped that the
South would be caught off-guard by a major offensive at such an important time (as with the Yom Kippur War in
Israel) and that the holiday traffic from people travelling to see family would disguise the movement of their
troops.
However, Colonel Nguyen Ngoc Loan reported that the number of young people entering Saigon for Tet
holiday were far more than usual. Agreeing with him, General W. Westmoreland ordered more troops from
outside Saigon to return to the area as soon as possible.
No one on the northern side knew what was waiting for them in Saigon; Ngoc Lan had even thought about the
impending victory—when he could go home to reunite with his new wife and of the time when, hopefully, no
more bombs would fall from above on to his hometown.
*
When the attack came, the war entered one of its fiercest periods. Many people died and a lot more were dying
from the injuries sustained from the bombing and artillery attacks. In the first week, the fighting seemed to be
turning to the North’s advantage.
Ngoc Lan’s team celebrated New Year earlier than usual, before marching rapidly from the jungle areas to the
suburbs of Saigon. The fighting was fierce and bloody. Initially taken by surprise, the Americans recovered
swiftly and they began to inflict huge casualties. The fighting was not just in Saigon but Nha Trang and Cam
Ranh, along with thirty-seven other cities and bases. Rumour had it that the fighting was fierce everywhere,
especially around Hue, Da Nang and Saigon, and the northern armies suffered huge losses. Ngoc Lan’s unit
suffered huge losses too, and bodies of the North Vietnamese soldiers lay everywhere. However, there was no
time and nowhere to bury them, so the corpses were simply thrown into the river, and, on occasion, rivers were
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dammed with bodies and streams ran deep red with blood. Otherwise, if there was a body nearby, it was simply
left for the rats and crows.
Rather than retreat after the huge losses, Ngoc Lan’s new team (reduced from three units to one through heavy
losses), along with all the other surviving units targeted against Saigon, continued with their mission on the orders
of General Giap. Ngoc Lan knew that it was a suicide mission and doomed to failure, but it was too late to turn
back. The Tet Offensive attack would have to be a total surprise if they were to win, enabling the North to take
over South Vietnam, in the near future.
Initially, things went well for the Northern side; some teams even reached the television station and started to
transmit a recording of Ho Chi Minh, calling for a general uprising of the population of Saigon. Unfortunately,
they were unable to broadcast the whole transcript because power was soon cut by the Southern forces.
Other units managed to scale the wall of the American Embassy. A short round of fire took place, resulting in
the deaths of the Southern army guards. The Northern army units used RPG anti-tank rockets to blow up the main
doors to the embassy, but they held firm. By this time, US Marine troops were firing from within the embassy at
the Northern troops, who had no cover and were eventually forced to retreat.
Meanwhile, South Vietnam and the Americans had moved huge numbers of troops close to the areas of the
expected fighting from the Cambodian and Laos borders, especially in the areas around Saigon. By the time the
Vietcong and NVA troops entered Saigon, they found themselves surrounded by American troops. They attacked
with great force and it was now the turn of the Northern troops to be taken by surprise. Early that morning, Ngoc
Lan and his colleagues were woken to the sound of a massive attack. There was heavy gunfire everywhere and the
battlefield was thick with smoke. Ngoc Lan’s colleagues were dropping like flies.
After days in Saigon under the rain of gunfire, Ngoc Lan knew that the North had no chance of winning the
battle. The South Vietnamese army, with excellent help from American troops, were fighting back. After two days
of fighting, bad news was received on the Northern side; the first being that there were no more bullets and the
second being that there was no food. Everyone, including Ngoc Lan, knew that if the North continued to fight
they would suffer huge casualties.
Everybody on the Northern side could see that the Southern Vietnamese were not rising up and supporting the
North in they way that had been hoped. The Vietcong and Bietdong (Southern people against the Americans;
Bietdong meaning special) were in trouble, because both had also lost huge numbers. All the Northern armies
were dropped into action with very few supplies of food, water and medical help from the local population.
Ngoc Lan’s unit was down from hundreds of men to only eighteen, due to the Dong Du battle; he knew that his
side was in a dire situation Even though they were so low in numbers and had to leave all their shells and artillery
behind, they were ordered to reform and prevent other units from retreating from the battlefield.
Armed only with AK47 assault rifles and RPG grenade launchers, Ngoc Lan’s unit held out for a few more
hours. Ngoc Lan and his colleagues saw the Southern army and the American troops with many different types of
modern weapons. Many of those killing machines were shooting out bullets as though it were piecemeal and the
Northern Vietnamese soldiers fell heavily under fire.
“Run,” Ngoc Lan’s friend Tuan told him, “just run,” he said, having just been shot.
Being the last surviving man from his unit, Ngoc Lan ran. Suddenly, he felt something smash into his left ribs.
Then he felt the pain; the pain of a thousand knives cutting into his muscles and his breath was knocked out of
him. In his semi-consciousness he wondered when the pain would diminish. Why would anyone want to invent
weapons that hurt humans like this? Damn all of them to hell, he thought. He looked around and felt desolate,
alone in the middle of a battlefield surrounded by bodies.
Nobody was alive; there was nothing apart from his companions’ corpses strewn across the ground at the back
of Tan Son Nhat Airport. Darkness swept before him as he was overcome by nausea and smoke. Ngoc Lan could
feel the lukewarm blood oozing from between his ribs. He began to shiver from shock and became dizzy from the
loss of blood. He managed to pull off his coat before he became too weak to tend to his bullet wounds.
If I am still alive at sunset it might be possible to escape, he thought to himself. He only needed to crawl about
eight hundred metres further towards the hangar, and then he would be able to disappear into the wild, grassy field
to safety. He was desperate not to fall into enemy hands.
Never before had Ngoc Lan waited so eagerly for sunset. The minutes felt like days. He was in terrible pain
and was suffering from hunger and thirst. His lips were parched and his teeth were numb.
There were provisions around him, but he dared not move for fear of being caught. He had a throbbing
headache which he willed to disappear and was also conscious of a wound to his jaw. He felt sure that he was
going to die and prayed to God for a miracle, even though he knew that God could not change the length of the
day. His awareness of God’s presence and protection from the shadow of death was what would get him through
*
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At last sunset came, heralding a ceasefire. For the first time since the battle had started, there was silence—an
eerie silence—and he shivered from fear. He could hear the distant noise of a plane’s engines and lorries as the
Americans tried to regroup and regain communications and control.
Ngoc Lan knew he needed to get away now if he wanted to survive. In pain, he crawled slowly towards the
hangar. To this day he never understood how he managed to crawl his way through the layers of barbed wire, and
how so many Americans, perched high in the defence watchtowers, never saw him. At times, he was so exhausted
that he simply had to rest, whether it was lying at the foot of the sandbag walls or-just outside the enemy’s
defence works. On the other side of the field lay the city.
Ngoc Lan had never been to Saigon before, but he was confident of finding help there. He crawled to the edge
of a stream and, unable to stand his thirst any more, he bent his head to the water and drank as much as he could.
He then hid himself in the middle of some wild bushes and passed out.
*
Ngoc Lan awoke to a burning sensation from his wounds as they were cleansed with alcohol. A beautiful
young girl was looking at him with large worried eyes and next to her stood an older Vietnamese woman wearing
a pale yellow silk dress. He could tell by the way she was dressed that she was cultured and she went on to
address him in a friendly manner. As he tried to sit up, he wondered where he was and who they were.
“Lie down, son,” said the older woman, “we’re on your side and we are trying to help. You are in the hands of
Saigon Special Troops.”
Ngoc Lan felt relieved. These people were highly trained, carried out dangerous tasks and had been fighting
for many years against South Vietnam and the Americans. If the Americans infiltrated the Saigon Special Troops
army, it would have been disastrous. However, for Ngoc Lan, it was good news, because they were all in the same
boat. Ngoc Lan felt at ease, because the Americans and the Southern armies would never be able to find him here.
Ngoc Lan looked around and realised for the first time that he was in a cellar. The young girl introduced
herself as Little Lien and the other woman was Mrs. Tam; Little Lien referred to Mrs. Tam as “Mum”, which
meant that Little Lien was not Mrs. Tam’s daughter.
The young girl sounded concerned as she washed Ngoc Lan’s wound.
“His wound seems to be getting better; it’s certainly better than it was yesterday, but I am still concerned that it
might take up to a fortnight to completely heal.”
“I have other things on my mind. I am worried because the Americans are out in force looking for Northern
Vietnamese citizens and those helping them. I don’t want you to get caught. You must remember to be on your
guard, Little Lien,” replied Mrs. Tam.
“Yes, I will,” replied the girl. “Perhaps, we ought to ask Doctor Tan to do a few stitches so the wounds can heal
quicker. We need some more painkillers … oh dear,” she said as she pulled back the sheet and uncovered more
cuts on his body.
“He must have crawled through layers of barbed wire. Look at his white skin. He must come from the North.
So many of our soldiers have died. It was only this afternoon that I passed the American Embassy, and saw all the
dead bodies of special troops that had still not been disposed of. It was heartbreaking.”
“Mum,” said Little Lien, “we are all suffering. I, too, have lost six of my friends. Do you know how I felt
when I saw Vietnamese bodies littered across the city? I felt sick.”
“It was May 1963 when the Americans supported General Duong Van Minh in order to kill President Diem and
that was when I lost my husband and my sons …”
“This offensive has seen the worst fighting of the war so far. This morning it was announced on the radio that
up to five thousand of our soldiers have already been killed and the police have arrested hundreds of suspects
during the last few days.”
After Ngoc Lan’s treatment, Little Lien opened the bamboo box to remove a cake, a banana and a canteen full
of hot chicken soup; the smell was delicious.
Ngoc Lan was still on his guard and was unsure as to how much he could trust them, so he pretended to sleep
as he listened carefully to their conversations. He glanced up at the ladies looking after him, wanting to say
something or to thank them, but he was unable to move his lips, as he was suffering from exhaustion and pain. He
was still feverish and he subsided into sleep once the stinging from the alcohol on his wounds had eased off.
*
Over the next few days, Ngoc Lan’s health improved. He had many conversations with Little Lien and she told
him more about Mrs. Tam, the amazing woman who was fighting for her country; she, too, had lost her family in
the war.
Through Little Lien, Ngoc Lan learnt that Mrs. Tam’s house was a revolutionary base as well as an important
contact point between Saigon Special Troops (Bietdong) and the guerrilla bases in the North. In 1965, while both
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sides were engaging in the fighting, many innocent people had died in the crossfire, including Little Lien’s family.
Little Lien had left her family home to come and live with Mrs. Tam, who had also suffered the same loss. These
two victims of war found that they both had a common cause to fight for; both were in the same situation. Ngoc
Lan had the same feelings; he, too, was alone and far away from his hometown and family. But here were two
women who yesterday had been strangers and yet now he felt so close to them. In these two women he found his
temporary family, and he felt like he was at home again. Mrs. Tam was just like his mother, and he started to call
her just that. Little Lien, whose mission was to work as a street barber for the American troops at Tan Son Nhat
Airport, had found Ngoc Lan whilst patrolling the airport area.
Little Lien had burnt all Ngoc Lan’s belongings, including his only photo of his wife. Initially he had been
upset, but she explained that it was for his own safety; the photo of Nhat with her Northern dress could put him
and everyone else in danger if it was found in his possession. Ngoc Lan knew Little Lien was right, but nothing
could quell the upset that he felt now because the only photo of his wife had gone.
Little Lien brought him newspapers every morning to bring him up to date on the progress of the Tet
Offensive. There was news of defeats everywhere. Ngoc Lan had thought that the attack on Saigon was the only
operation, but he was shocked to discover that over sixty other operations had taken place. The fighting in and
around Hue had been especially fierce. There, the old imperial city had become a killing field. He was equally
horrified to learn of the scale of losses on the Northern side.
Ngoc Lan agreed with Little Lien that this would be the last time that the North would carry out an operation
on this scale. General Giap had to return to the guerrilla style of fighting that had been so successful in the past if
he were to succeed. The Saigon newspaper reported that General Giap knew that the Offensive had lost the
element of surprise, but he had still gone ahead with the attack and many thousands of people had died as a result.
It proved to be a very expensive lesson.
*
One morning, Ngoc Lan looked at himself in the mirror and asked Little Lien if she could help him to cut his
hair.
“I can’t” she answered. “But I can shave your head.”
“She has never cut anybody’s hair before, dear,” Mrs. Tam told him, bringing a smile to Ngoc Lan’s face.
“It’s not funny,” Little Lien said crossly.
Ngoc Lan did not laugh, of course; how could he. He admired Little Lien too much for all she had done to save
his life, so he decided to let his hair grow instead.
Sometimes, Ngoc Lan would talk to Little Lien about the North. He told her that life in the North was always
busy. The youths were fervent and conscientious, and the young women volunteered to become labourers or
“assault youths”. It was their job to carry ammunition boxes or repair bombed and mined out roads; jobs which
were normally done by the soldiers. All of the volunteers were very brave and the women who remained on the
home front were as heroic as the soldiers were.
The day would start early in the morning, with the Northern people exercising together. The clang of the gong
at the cooperative barnyard would mark the start of the working day, when everybody went to his or her allotted
tasks. All the fields and barns, along with the animals such as oxen, cows and bulls, were common property.
People worked together and divided the profit between themselves. Everything was shared according to need.
Although she had not been to the North, Little Lien still wanted to live amongst a community like that; it must
be interesting, she thought. But it was the wounded and war-disabled soldiers that she and Mrs. Tam hid and fed
that made her feel cherished and valued. She was working towards reunification and this was far more important
to her than her own desires. She wished that one day the people in the South would have a normal life under the
communist party and Uncle Ho.
Uncle Ho—these two words were so sacred to her. Ngoc Lan loved Little Lien’s innocence and warmth. At the
age of nineteen she was still inexperienced, but he admired her idealism. She wanted Vietnam to be at peace and
to know justice, and was prepared to take tremendous risks to help the wounded soldiers from the North, who
were paving the way for Vietnam’s future. Her own mother and father had fought and died as she was now
fighting; as did all of Mrs. Tam’s own children. She knew that if she was caught and shot there would be many
other youngsters ready to take over where she had left off, and to help fulfil her dreams. She genuinely believed
that the South would eventually be free.
Little Lien told Ngoc Lan that her views were simple. She did not fight for her family for the simple reason
that there were no living relatives left on her side of the family. She did not fight for her children, because she was
not yet married and because it was too far into her future. She fought and would sacrifice everything for what she
believed in, for justice. Her beliefs gave her strength, courage and patience. She was no different to all the other
young people who loved their country, and Ngoc Lan respected her beliefs.
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Ngoc Lan thought back to the frenzy of the Tet holiday, just as if it had happened yesterday. His companions
who had fought with him had all died and he vowed that he would never forget how courageously they had stood
their ground and their bravery which helped protect him as he escaped to safety.
*
One night, Little Lien told Ngoc Lan that he would have a surprise visitor; the visitor being the Minister of
Defence of South Vietnam. Ngoc Lan was worried that Mrs. Tam was going to turn him over to the police for a
reward, but was relieved to discover that Little Lien was just teasing him.
It was another week before Ngoc Lan recovered his strength enough to walk again. Doctor Tan was surprised
at how quickly Ngoc Lan had recovered and put it down to the several months of walking along the Ho Chi Minh
Trail that had kept him fit and strong. Leaning on Little Lien’s shoulder for support, he climbed the stairs to the
living room. The room was large and the walls were covered with wood panelling. Towards the back of the room
was a large sofa, which was covered in rich, burgundy velvet. The floor was laid with shiny white tiles with
intricate patterns, like a Roman mosaic, and there were pictures with beautiful landscapes hung on the wall. Ngoc
Lan recognised the names of the famous artists and knew that a couple of them must be at least eighty years old.
Looking through the door to the dining room, he could see a long, dark table with six chairs down each side, each
embedded with mother-of-pearl motifs. At the end of the dining room were some french windows that opened out
onto the long garden where all different kinds of fruit trees were growing. It was such a relief to be able to see the
sky after a week of being cooped up in the cellar.
Ngoc Lan now realised why the house was so safe; the Southern police would not even begin to suspect that
such a rich family as Mrs. Tam[s would assist the Vietcong or the Northern army.
The said visitor arrived later that morning, and this was the first time that Ngoc Lan had met his boss, who
agreed to keep him in Saigon. As a soldier, Ngoc Lan was used to obeying the orders of a superior immediately
and without question. Ngoc Lan’s boss ordered him to stay inside Saigon for the new mission, where he would be
closely involved with the Bietdong. The Bietdong in Saigon had a network of many small groups; they attacked
the Americans from inside Saigon and were used to working undercover. They were also well connected with the
Vietcong, who were fighting against the Americans.
The Vietcong and Bietdong already had very good intelligence as they had many spies, but placing an agent
with this amount of access to top secret information was priceless. Ngoc Lan’s mission would mean he would
have access to vast amounts of important information, which could be used in the fight for reunification and
would be worth ten of their normal spies. Little Lien explained that the reason why the Bietdong’s boss wanted
him was because he looked the image of someone else, and she asked how he felt about becoming a member of
the Bietdong.
“I am surprised, but I’d love to work with the Bietdong of Saigon.”
“You’ll have lots of fun working for them, I’m sure.”
“I have no idea how I will be able to cope. Surely they must know I have no experience or knowledge about
anything like that,” he added, with a note of worry in his voice. Little Lien dropped her head down, trying to hide
her smile.
“You’ll need to learn quickly then.”
Ngoc Lan told Little Lien that he would do his best, because the only way he could go back home was if the
war was over and Vietnam was unified. However, Ngoc Lan had had no time to be homesick. So many things had
happened in the past few months and with his new mission having been revealed to him, he had to give it his full
concentration.
*
Ngoc Lan began his new mission immediately after his boss had left, when Little Lien gave him a long list of
things to learn; he found everything new and exciting.
In preparation for his mission, his first lesson was to learn how to behave as a Saigon citizen. For a month,
Ngoc Lan learned to act and speak like one of them and to eat spicy food, which Ngoc Lan hated the most. The
second lesson he had to learn was to act as a very modest upper-class Southern Vietnamese citizen, who loved the
Americans and their style, and approved of their actions in Vietnam. He also had to pretend to people that he
hated the North and the communists, which was proving to be very difficult, as Ngoc Lan had been brought up to
be very proud of his Vietnamese culture and traditions, and his love for the North—his home country—was not
easily allayed. The third lesson was easier, which was to learn to make women fall in love with him, and Ngoc
Lan enjoyed “practicing” with Little Lien. The fourth lesson was learning to use a gun. He had to be equally good
and fast with both hands. Each day, after dark, Ngoc Lan would go out, while Little Lien stayed at home with
Mrs. Tam, as he was being taught how to drive a car by Doctor Tan.
381

One month later, Ngoc Lan was sent by another boss to a training school, in Cu Chi for further instruction.
Ngoc Lan never met him before, but was able to contact him via a secret letter box. Their first meeting took place
in the middle of a field, after a Vietcong supporter had gone with him from Mrs. Tam’s house. From there, Ngoc
Lan was told to close his eyes by yet another man. Ngoc Lan was then escorted beneath the earth to an
underground city.
Ngoc Lan was astounded by what he saw in the tunnels. There was a carefully hidden trap-door leading into a
dark, cramped tunnel, barely three feet high and two feet wide. As he followed his guide, he would occasionally
warn Ngoc Lan not to step on a certain place, otherwise his foot would fall through into a booby trap of some
kind. One of the favourite methods used was that of wooden spikes, which had been smeared with human
excrement. These were used to injure any American troops that were brave enough to try to follow them The
spikes alone would be enough to put an unlucky person stepping on to them in hospital for a while. The Vietcong
people told Ngoc Lan that the sight of the infection caused by the human excrement would shake the morale of
other troops tasked with the job of clearing the tunnels.
The tunnels constantly changed direction and level, as did the type of booby trap. They also seemed endless,
and Ngoc Lan eventually learned that they formed a round circuit of 185 kilometres. Every so often they opened
out into rooms, where troops and their families slept. Other rooms formed operation-planning areas, schools or
hospitals. The kitchens had special chimneys that carefully dispersed the smoke and smells of cooking.
Everybody living underground had to wash with western-style soap, so that the tracker dogs used by the
Americans would be confused and unable to distinguish from the smells of their handlers and the tunnel
inhabitants. Ngoc Lan was proud to learn that 5,000 men, women and children, including himself, were resuming
a normal life in the tunnels.
Parts of the tunnels were located under the airport and, occasionally, at night, the Vietcong would raise their
guns above ground and shoot towards a perimeter sentry box. Southern troops would be led to believe that they
were under attack and return fire. It would result in a fire fight, with Southern forces shooting at each other. The
Vietcong would be long gone by the time discipline was restored, and not before there were many Southern
casualties.
Ngoc Lan was filled with encouragement, for the undertaking of such a huge construction job could not have
been done without the support of the local Vietnamese. In the three months of living in the Cu Chi Tunnels, Ngoc
Lan learned to speak as a Southern Vietnamese person and he learned to become a Southern Vietnamese police
officer.
In the following months, Ngoc Lan worked hard, as there was much to learn. Sometimes, Ngoc Lan felt so
tired what with sixteen hours of learning each day for his exams that he lost a stone in weight, but people said he
looked a lot better for it. Ngoc Lan learned to become a charming, smart young gentleman, and he learned to
become an intelligent, hard-working, skilful police officer.
Ngoc Lan could never imagine how he could learn about all the court procedures, which would normally take
five years to complete at university. However, the training gave him confidence and he eagerly anticipated the
start of his mission, even though he still did not know exactly what he would be doing or who he would be. Life
in the tunnels and all the training was so interesting that Ngoc Lan didn’t have time to miss his family and his
only love, Nhat.
When the training was complete, Ngoc Lan was set straight to work. He and his team went to Can Tho and,
after the murder of the policeman Nguyen Van Tu, it now became clear that he would take on that man’s identity.
Ngoc Lan never forgot the night of the murder, and that night heralded the start of Ngoc Lan’s new life. …
173.22 How It Feels To Be An Asian American\fn{by an unnamed female Vietnamese refugee (1971City, Vietnam (F) 5

)}

Ho Chi Minh

What is it like to be an Asian American? How do Asian Americans feel and live?
These questions are often asked of me. I tell people that an Asian American is an Asian immigrant or an
American-born person of Asian ancestry who is accustomed to America’s lifestyle yet proudly preserves his or her
ethnic culture. Like all other ethnic groups, Asian Americans have advantages and disadvantages. Some
advantages are our beautiful customs and traditions, our pride in our uniqueness, broader views about society, and
a sense of belonging to two cultures. Disadvantages include discrimination, confusion over our identity, and the
hardships involved in making transitions and adaptations to life in America.
As an Asian American, I understand both the advantages and disadvantages.
*
When I look back at my early childhood, I recall some events in my homeland.
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I was born in Saigon in 1971. My family later moved to a city in the northern part of South Vietnam. I
remember the mountains and dirt roads as we traveled there from Saigon. I also remember the beautiful Chru tribe
my father belonged to.
My father, his parents, and his brothers and sisters were raised in the mountains of central Vietnam. Since the
Chru still live and strive in that environment, they are very close to nature. They live simple, nonmaterialistic
lives. Even though I was only four years old when we left Saigon, I can still remember the jungles and mountains
where my father grew up. I sat by anthills and played with the ants all day. I also loved catching snakes, birds, and
fish. Because of my love for the jungle, my father called me Shabo, jungle boy, even though I was a girl. One of
my father’s friends told me I was a true daughter of the mountains. To this day, I love animals and nature
passionately.
*
On April 29, 1975, a date that forever changed my family’s history, Saigon was on the verge of collapsing as
Communist troops assaulted the city. That morning, when we heard the news, my family quickly packed our
passports, family papers, photographs, and a few sentimental family souvenirs.
My maternal grandmother, grandaunt, granduncle, and his children, however, refused to leave. They wanted to
stay behind to take care of our home and my great grandmother, who was too fragile to travel.
As we left our house and loved ones, we all cried for fear of not seeing each other again. We had barely two
hundred dollars to take with us. My parents, sister, brother, paternal grandmother, uncle, aunt, twenty cousins, and
I rushed to the airport on foot. I can still recall my little two-month-old sister clinging to my mother’s blouse as
we ran toward the airport. Hundreds of other people were also making their way there; we all worried about being
shot or killed. I still remember the tears in people’s eyes. There were many scenes of blood and chaos along the
way.
This is all I can remember about the evacuation. The other details that follow are based on stories that my
parents told me.
When we arrived at the airport, we lined up to get on an American helicopter. Since my father had worked for
the American government, the names of his blood relatives were all on the passengers’ lists. However, some of my
cousins’ names were not on the list. The soldiers told my father that we had to leave them behind because they
were not my father’s blood relatives. Even though my father begged and begged the soldiers, they would not
relent. As the helicopters were about to leave, one of my older cousins told us to go ahead without them. He said
not to worry because we would all see each other again in America.
As we boarded the helicopter, we felt guilty and sorrowful, but we had no choice. We all knew we had told
ourselves a lie in order to cover up our fears, sorrow, and pain. My father was certain that this would be the last
time we would see our relatives and that we would never see the mountains, jungles, animals, and birds of my
homeland again.
As the helicopter we were on took off, we saw hundreds of people shoving to get on the other helicopters.
Some helicopters that had too many people collapsed. Our helicopter flew to a dock. We got out and climbed up a
ship by a rope ladder that swayed. My mother told me that I almost fell off but luckily an American soldier
grabbed me. My father was worried that my grandmother would also fall because she was eighty years old and
very frail, but she managed to make it.
On the ship, some people tried to steal other people’s possessions. Everyone was scared of our uncertain
future. My mother had only a few bottles of milk to feed my baby sister, so she had to ration the milk. Fortunately,
a kind American soldier found more milk for my sister. Had we not reached Guam after sailing for a little more
than a week, my sister would have died.
We stayed in a camp in Guam for a week, where we had medical check-ups and immunization shots. The
surroundings of the camp were filthy. The outdoor toilets smelled terrible as they filled up with urine. I was
shocked when my mother told me years later about the unsanitary conditions there.
*
When my family arrived in the United States, we felt joyful to be alive and safe, because some people who had
come with us on the journey died en route.
We settled in Santa Barbara, California, where my parents applied for and received social security cards that
would allow them to work. Some of my relatives decided to go their separate ways so that we could find jobs
more easily. Only my parents, brother, sister, grandmother, and two of my cousins and I remained in Santa
Barbara, where the Catholic Church had found a cheap house for us.
The first week was really difficult. We did not know where any place was and we could not speak English.
Fortunately, only a week after we arrived in Santa Barbara the government offered my father a job, which he
accepted immediately. However, because that job did not give us enough money to buy food and pay for other
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expenses, my father found a second job at a pizza parlor. Every night, he cleaned the whole facility.
This was a job that made my father feel ashamed and dishonored. I still remember my father coming home late
at night wearing his uniform and bringing leftover pizza for our dinner. We survived on the leftover pizza because
we did not have enough money to buy all the food we needed.
My mother, too, worked very hard to earn money as a cook and seamstress. My parents each worked two
shifts, one in the daytime and one at night, in order to provide their children with a decent life in America.
During this transitional period, I had a lot of emotional problems. I went to a school that had very few Asians. I
was the only Asian girl in the first grade and felt very alienated and different from everyone else because of my
looks, language, and lack of familiarity with everything. I did not know English, so some of the children teased
me. They ridiculed me not only because of my accent but because of my culture as well. They made fun of how
my family lived, ate, and socialized. In third grade, one of the boys told everybody that I ate dog meat. When I
heard this, I cried all day.
Some of the teachers were not sympathetic toward me, either. One thought I was deaf or mute because I could
not understand what she said in English. I thought the teachers must be right, so I considered myself inferior to
my classmates. I became quiet and reserved. I found it difficult to talk and open up to people, even to my parents.
I constantly feared that if I talked, people were going to mock me. So I remained silent, shy, and embarrassed.
Every day I asked God why he had not made me White.
As I grew up, I realized it was terrible to think of myself that way, but children are very self-conscious about
what others think of and say about them. During my elementary school years, I developed a deep hatred toward
society. Why must people be so prejudiced and cruel? I longed to go back to my homeland. Even though I
remembered it only vaguely, I still had a deep desire to go back there to live close to nature. My father was correct
in naming me Shabo. I belong in the mountains, not in a modem society.
My father and I raised animals and cultivated plants in our backyard to enable us to feel more at home. We
raised chickens, ducks, pheasants, quails, cockatiels, parakeets, and pigeons. We also had a pond for fish. We
planted orange, lime, plum, and pear trees, as well as many vegetables. My father and I dreamed of owning a farm
some day.
Another problem I encountered was the difference between the Vietnamese and American lifestyles. Being
raised in a strict Asian family, I found it hard to fit into America’s liberal society. My parents were shocked at the
way American parents raise their children, giving them far more freedom and rights than parents in Asia do. My
parents never let me have a say in any family discussions. If I talked back to them, I was punished. I felt it was
unfair that my American classmates could get away with behavior for which I would be punished. I envied their
independence.
My parents never allowed me to spend a night at a friend’s house or to associate with children of the opposite
sex. Not only were my parents overly protective of me, they also always expected me to be the best student in my
class all the way through high school. These strict rules were barriers that made it difficult for me to make friends
with Americans whose customs were so different. Therefore, the few friends I had were Asians.
I often felt confused and bewildered. As I grew older, I had to fight hard against becoming too Americanized
because I did not want to become materialistic and modern. Despite my efforts, I began losing my Vietnamese and
Chru cultures. The worst thing was that I did not see this transformation in myself until I reached junior high
school when I realized I could neither read nor write a correct sentence in Vietnamese.
Also, I was so busy with schoolwork and a part-time job that I did not realize I was becoming less spiritual. All
I cared about was getting good grades and bringing money home to help my parents.
My parents also had difficulty adapting to American society because the language, customs, and way of
thinking in the United States are so different. It was especially hard for my mother, who had to learn English
while taking care of the children when my father was at work. Even though her English was poor, she still had to
take us to doctors’ appointments and go grocery shopping. Both my parents’ ability to survive amazed me.
*
It was not until eleventh grade that a series of events enabled me to see how I was losing my identity and
becoming too materialistic.
First, as I spent less time with my birds and plants, some of them became very sick. Because of my irresponsibility, Polly, one of my birds, died. I suddenly realized that if I did not take care of my own soul I, too, might die.
After Polly’s death, I tried harder to live closer to nature and to preserve my culture by asking my parents
questions.
A second influential event was the death of my grandmother, who used to tell me stories of my ancestors and
homeland. But by the time I was in junior high school, she stopped telling me these stories, I assumed, because
she did not want to feel the sorrow of being so far away from her homeland. After she died, I realized I had taken
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her for granted and that it was more likely that she had stopped telling me stories because I had been indifferent to
them. How could I have been so insensitive? Not only did I lose a wonderful grandmother but also a chance to
learn about my cultural identity.
Then, my father died in early 1989—an event that had a huge impact in changing my attitudes. He had spent
his whole life dedicated to giving my sister, brother, and me a better life. Not only did he work hard, but he also
longed to go back home. He missed my grandmother after her death, as well as the jungles and mountains.
Whenever he told me about our homeland, he felt so homesick that he became depressed.
It seems that having lost the love of life, my father also lost the will to live. As I look back, I can feel the pain
and suffering that my father went through. Another cause of my father’s sorrows was the changes he saw in our
family. His heart was saddened by the fact that his children were becoming Americanized. We were slowly losing
our heritage as we were surrounded by American customs so different from ours. His feelings were similar to
those of other Asian parents who see their children losing their identities. My father, however, was comforted by
the fact that I was trying my best to preserve my culture. I took better care of my animals and stayed close to
nature. I looked at our family albtrms and asked my parents questions.
For the first two weeks after my father’s death, I was in a state of shock, pain, and guilt. I could not believe
that my father, the man who loved us so much and dedicated his life to keeping us alive, was no longer with me. I
felt tremendously guilty because I had not seen the pain and homesickness he endured. As I look back, I realized,
once again, as I did after my grandmother’s death, that I had been insensitive and ignorant. How I wish I could
have spent more with my father in order to learn about Chru and Vietnamese cultures. I should have spent less
time at work and in school.
It is so sad that we do not realize how much we would miss someone until after he or she is gone. Now there is
a burning hole in my soul that can never be filled. I am in a never-ending search to find ways to bridge the chasm
between my lost former identity and me. Because of these losses, I have finally stopped degenerating and am
trying to rebuild my identity and preserve my heritage. I now ask my mother many questions about our family
history. I am also trying to learn to read and write Vietnamese.
I am proud to be a Chru-Vietnamese. Living in America, I am also an Asian American. Being Asian American
does not mean we have to lose the Asian parts of our identity. I am trying to be a person with a broader view, open
to the loftier parts of Chru, Vietnamese, and American cultures. I believe that people with a knowledge of
different ways of life are more adaptable and can live more easily in different societies. Another advantage that
such people have is that they are more sensitive about other people’s feelings. Because of all the prejudice and
discrimination I have experienced, I know what it feels like to be different and to have xenophobes mock me. I
know what it feels like when someone calls another person “fresh off the boat,” “Chink,” “China girl,” “boat
person,” or “dog eater.”
But these cruelties have also enriched me: I can understand and sympathize with people who are different from
the majority group in society. I am always willing to lend a hand to aliens, strangers, people who are different. I
would never judge or classify a person based on his or her race, creed, or other traits. The beauty of our world
comes from the differences, as well as the uniqueness, that people of different cultures possess.
I have finally learned to think of my life as beautiful because I am the bearer of three cultures. I cook and eat
American and Vietnamese food, while my love of plants and animals reflects my Chru heritage. I listen to some of
the old folk songs and practice some of the old customs, such as paying respect to our ancestors by cooking
special food and preparing a special dinner table for them. During this ceremony, we light candles and pray to
honor our ancestors. I am proud that I can speak more than one language. While living in America, I have also
learned to associate with people of all races.
It was Mrs. T——, a Nisei [second-generation Japanese American] woman, who first helped me appreciate the
advantages I enjoy as a multicultural person. Telling me about her own life, she helped me realize that I am not
the only person who has experienced alienation and injustice. Despite the obstacles she faced, Mrs. T——
finished college with a BA in English. She has a respectable career as a freelance writer. She told me that anybody
—Asian, Black, or White—can overcome injustice. She also taught me to be proud of myself and never to be
ashamed of my culture or anything else about me.
She regrets that she does not know Japanese. During her childhood, her parents did not teach her the language
because they were afraid she would be looked down on if she spoke Japanese. Not only do Asian Americans face
obstacles but so do other minority ethnic groups, such as Hispanic Americans and African Americans. By learning
about our own cultural origins, as well as those of others, we can better understand both ourselves and them.
While writing this paper, many emotions and feelings that I had forgotten or even assumed had never existed
were aroused. This assignment enabled me to better understand myself, my heritage, the homeland I left, and the
society I live in today.
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173.25 The Coming Of Age of a Chinese-Vietnamese American\fn{by an unnamed female Vietnamese refugee (1971- )}
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam (F) 7
Our family came to this country to escape from the inequality and differential treatment that we had experienced under the Communists in Vietnam who regarded us Chinese-Vietnamese as people with too much wealth
and whose properties should be confiscated.
In 1977, two years after the fall of Saigon, I was sitting on the stairs eavesdropping on a conversation between
my mother and our maid, Mai. Mom told Mai that our family was deeply grateful for her service through the
years but now we had no choice except to let her go because the new government had reduced the value of the
currency. Mai protested and insisted that she be allowed to remain with us even if we could not pay her. However,
my mother ordered Mai to take the money my mother gave her and use it to buy her way out of the country.
I could not understand what my mother meant by “leave the country.” Why should Mai leave? Where would
she go? I knew of only one country—Vietnam. Later, when I questioned my mother, all she said was,
“You’re too young to understand.”
A few days later, I saw a scene that was even more confusing. Even though I asked, no one told me what was
happening. My parents, oldest brother, and three oldest sisters were standing before the Buddhist altar that we had
in our house and praying. Their eyes were red and wet from crying. My father gave some money to my brother
and told him to use it as needed. He emphasized the importance of remaining alive and instructed my brother and
sisters to give “them” the money and jewelry if “they” demanded it. My mother, who was kneeling before the
altar with joss sticks between her palms, sobbed so hard that she could not say a word. Finally, they all hugged
and my brother and sisters left.
I thought they must be going to visit our grandparents. I did not realize they were leaving the country forever.
A year passed.
In 1978, I entered first grade at an elementary school but I hated school because we were required to wear a
red scarf around our neck as part of our school uniform. One day, when I took the scarf off during recess, I was
sent to the principal’s office. He wanted to know why I had taken my scarf off and who had taught me to do so.
He asked whether my parents had told me to do that. I answered,
“I took it off because it is ugly.”
He sent me home and told me I would remain on detention for two days. To my surprise, my parents did not
punish me but only advised me to keep my mouth shut from then on. I did not understand why.
In the spring of 1978, two “visitors” from the government came to our house to take an inventory of my family
members. They asked me for the names of all my brothers and sisters. My response was,
“I don’t know.”
It was an honest answer because I did not, in fact, know their names as I always called them “older brother” or
“older sister.” When my mother smiled at me, I realized I must have given the correct answer. I overheard my dad
tell the visitors that there were only seven children in the family. I was puzzled because I thought there were
eleven of us. What about the other four? I asked myself. Fortunately, I did not ask that question out loud in front
of the visitors or my father would have had a lot of explaining to do. The visitors searched every room in the
house—the living room, dining room, four bedrooms, bathrooms, sewing room, storage room, and garage. I
noticed they paid special attention to the bicycles, the car, and the television.
They came back the next day and confiscated those items. They told us we no longer needed those things
because there was no time for leisure in the new society. My little brother cried for days afterward because he
loved watching television. I was afraid they would visit us again in the future. Who knows? Maybe they would
take my dolls and picture books next.
*
One foggy morning, my mother woke up my older brother, sister, me, and my younger sister. Silently, she
bundled us up in long pants, shirts, sweaters, and jackets. I felt like a stuffed turkey. One by one, my dad took
each of us on his motorcycle to the port. Everything was happening so fast that my head was spinning. My aunt
and one of my cousins met us at the port and led us to a wooden boat. We all got in.
Only when the motor began to roar did my aunt tell us that we were going to visit my grandparents. I believed
her. As the boat moved into deeper waters, I looked out of the window in the ship’s cabin and saw my mom with
her face buried in my dad’s chest. His arms were wrapped tightly around her. At that instant, I realized we were
probably not going to visit my grandparents, but instead, to someplace far away.
Suddenly, I wept because I feared I would never see my parents and other brothers and sisters again. Could this
be our last farewell?
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The boat moved into the endless sea. For three days, huge waves splashed violently against our boat and
soaked my body. I recall crying constantly, craving water, and vomiting. My mouth was dry as a rice cake. I tried
to swallow my own saliva but there wasn’t any in my mouth. My older sister scooped up saltwater for us. It was
most inviting at first but the salt left in my mouth and throat made my weak stomach feel worse. I vomited even
more until there was nothing left in my stomach. All I could do was groan.
On the fourth night, a loud crash woke us up. People started screaming as the boat tilted to one side. Everyone
rushed up the stairs, pushing their way out of the cabin. People pulled each other’s hair and fistfights broke out.
As the water rose up to my neck, someone grabbed my wrist and pulled me out. I thought my arm was being
yanked off. It was pitch dark but somehow I managed to climb on to the rocks that had punctured our boat. I was
so relieved when I found my brother, sisters, aunt, and cousin. We realized we had just experienced a shipwreck
and might have lost everybody. By the time everyone had climbed on to the rocks, the fuel tanks were leaking
rapidly. Soon, the sea was a shimmering black.
A dead baby was still lying on the deck. Two women wrapped their arms around the bawling mother and held
her back as she cried,
“Just let me be with my baby!” Tears came to my eyes as I remembered my younger brother and sisters who
were back in Vietnam with my parents.
We sat on the rocks for a day until a fishing boat found us. The fishermen contacted a large ship that came to
pick us up. It took us to an island housing Vietnamese prisoners who had tried to escape from the country. We
stayed there for about a month until the government decided to let us go. My aunt told us we were lucky because
we had left Vietnam as Chinese who had obtained legal permits to depart. So, after a month in prison, we were
allowed to leave in a boat that the government provided us. This time, we had more water and more food on
board. I vomited and cried less but every time I closed my eyes my mind flashed back to our kitchen at home. The
image was so real and vivid that I was surprised that my mother, who was cooking, did not seem to see me or
speak to me. I was invisible to her. When I opened my eyes, I realized I was still on the boat.
*
Five days later, we found land. It was a rocky island called Pulau Bidong in Malaysia. The fishermen we had
met at sea advised us to destroy our boat once we got near the island. Otherwise, they said, the Malaysian
authorities would tow us back to sea. The captain headed directly to shore and some men punctured a large hole in
the bottom of the boat with an ax. We all jumped into the water and waited for further instructions.
The Malaysian officials led us to a camping area. There were no built structures and we had to sleep under the
stars until we could construct our own shelter. Unfortunately for us, a harsh wind howled all night as needlelike
rain pelted us. I thought there was no God to answer our prayers. It was up to us to make the best of everything.
My belief in God ceased to exist.
For months, all we had to eat were noodles and watery congee [rice porridge] for both lunch and dinner. We
were not given any breakfast. Worse, millions of black flies settled on everything we ate and drank. Diarrhea was
a common illness.
As for our shelter, the brilliant sun was our cover. My once pale complexion transformed into dark brown skin
and my once straight hair turned into an entwined bird’s nest where hundreds of lice made their home. Only three
months later were we supplied with metal sheeting that enabled us to construct a long building to house fifty
families. The building had only a roof and no walls. Our “home” reminded me of a swap meet in Saigon.
While living on this small island, I learned to behave like an adult. My daily chores included cooking, washing
clothes, and sprouting green beans. When I was sick, I went to the doctor myself. The sick people could not
simply walk in or make appointments. Rather, we had to line up starting at 2:00 or 3:00 A.M. and wait until the
doctor’s office opened, usually around 9:00 A.M. The line was always as long as a dragon.
Another duty I had was to guard all the new boats that arrived. Some friends who arrived after us told us that
most of my relatives, including my grandmother, had also managed to leave the country. Since they never showed
up at Pulau Bidong, we figured they must have gone to another island.
Dying was a common event on Pulau Bidong. Each day, numerous people died of various diseases or
accidents. A few were killed when falling coconuts struck them on the head. Others slipped off rocks while trying
to fish. Nothing was a surprise anymore.
One day, we received a letter from my dad. As my aunt read the letter, her hands shook violently and after she
finished reading, she screamed. Tears flooded her eyes, rolling down her hollow cheeks, dropping to the ground.
Everyone gathered around us and demanded to know what was in the letter. When my aunt did not respond, a
woman picked up the letter that my aunt had thrown on the ground and read it to us.
My dad wrote that the boat that he, my mother, my younger brother, and two sisters were on sank before it
even left port. More than half of the passengers died. The Communists did not allow my dad to return to the boat
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until three days after the accident. He found the bodies of two of my siblings and buried them, but he never found
my mother’s body. He did not know where it had drifted.
The woman could not continue reading because she was sobbing so hard. However, no tears poured out of my
eyes. I pinched myself to cry, but because I had cried so much since I left Vietnam, there were no more tears left.
Although I felt as if a sharp needle was stabbing my chest, my eyes were dry.
My aunt wept for one long week; she did enough crying for all of us. She could not eat and drank only a few
sips of water. She cursed the Communists and my mother’s stupidity. She said my mother would not have died
had she left with us. But, no, my mother had insisted that she would only leave with my dad. At times, my aunt
screamed and begged Buddha to take her life so that she could reunite with her mother. Later, however, she
changed her mind and asked Buddha not to take her life because she was stuck on this island with the son and
daughters of her brother. I felt as though she hated us and was blaming us for her misfortunes.
After eight months on the island, we were informed that we would be admitted into the United States where
my oldest brother and sisters already were. As my aunt prepared for our departure, she wanted to take the pots and
pans we had accumulated to the United States but my cousin talked her out of doing so. She managed to grab only
a soup pot to take with her.
I explored the island one last time and found more graves than I had expected. I was grateful that none of the
graves belonged to the people I knew.
While waiting for a 747 jet to transport us to our destination, I mentally rehearsed the little bit of English I had
learned on the island. “How are you?” “I am fine.” “Thank you.” “You’re welcome.” “I don’t know.”
Even though I sounded alien and funny, I hoped that I would soon be able to speak English fluently.
*
In May 1979 we arrived in Texas. During the reunification with my older brother and sisters, I felt
overwhelmed with excitement. For the first time, I learned their names and found out how old they were. They
told me I was the seventh child in a family of thirteen people and that only my dad and our baby sister were still
in Vietnam. While we ate dinner, we shared our experiences on our respective journeys to the United States. Since
I left Vietnam, I had never felt so complete. Now, there need be no more worries about dying of starvation or
disease.
Having heard how warm the weather is in California and how many Asians live in that state, we decided to
move there. After three months in Texas, we packed our bags again, climbed aboard a Greyhound bus, and headed
to the Golden State.
When we arrived in Glendale in southern California, I expected to see lots of Asians but, instead, most of our
neighbors were White. I did not feel comfortable among them because they often stared or frowned at us. At
times, I heard “they’re Vietnamese” whispered behind my back. A Spanish-speaker called me “China.” Those
remarks made me feel like a dirty kid who lived in a trash dump and smelled like shit. Although I was upset, I
could not defend myself. This feeling of helplessness was most depressing.
When fall arrived, I entered second grade. I was terrified by the language barrier and the fact that I had never
encountered people of other races. What if they hated me because I was an alien?
On the first day of class, the teacher did a roll call. I felt my heart pumping a thousand times faster than
normal. When the Caucasian teacher called my name, I could not recognize it because I had never heard my name
pronounced in English before. I glanced around the classroom: all eyes were on me. My cheeks became flushed as
I stood up and shrieked feebly, “he-e-e-re,” which caused a few giggles. The teacher smiled at me. Unsure of
myself, I did not know whether to smile back or to ignore her. Back in Vietnam, teachers do not smile at their
students during roll call, which was performed in a very strict and formal way.
During lunchtime, everyone ate sandwiches and drank milk. I was reluctant to take out my rice but my hunger
could not wajt. So, I got my container and removed the lid. The smell of rice and spicy fish sauce wafted across
the lunch area. A couple of students covered their noses while others moved away. I was embarrassed and
desperately wished the earth would swallow me up. Instead, I pretended not to notice and waited until everyone
had left the lunch area to dump my container and its contents into the trash can. Even though I was very hungry, I
felt I had to get rid of all the evidence for the crime I had committed.
I gradually adjusted to my new life by trial and error. I learned from observing my classmates and by enduring
the laughter of those who thought I was stupid. By the end of the school year I knew how to eat burritos and drink
cold milk. My English had improved to such an extent that I could ask directions to the library or the restroom.
My sister and I tried speaking English to each other but the language still sounded strange to us. We laughed at
our own accents. After a while, we unconsciously got into the habit of slipping a few English words and phrases
into our conversations in Vietnamese. I tried to forget about the past—until the night my father flew to the United
States.
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*
It was eight o’clock in the evening when the phone rang. One of my brothers picked it up. The call was from
my father who said he would arrive in the United States the next morning.
Our family was so excited. One of my sisters went to the supermarket to buy food for the celebration and my
aunt kept thanking Buddha as she knelt in front of the altar. Later that night, my aunt warned-us not to mention
the dreadful past.
I could not sleep at all that night as I began to feel guilty. I felt I was a terrible person because I had not been
able to cry when I heard about my mother’s death. I was not excited like everyone else about the reunion with my
father. One half of me was afraid of him while the other half wanted to see him again. I feared that members of
my family would have difficulties readjusting to one another. I also worried that I would not be able to have a
conversation with my dad since I was now speaking mostly English. I was afraid I might upset him.
My father and my youngest surviving sister arrived the next morning. We had a grand dinner that evening.
Everyone was cautious of what he or she said. Finally, my dad broke the ice as he retold the shipwreck story,
except this time it was more detailed. The only sentence I remember was,
“Your mother’s body was never found.”
This suddenly gave me hope that she might have been saved by someone. From then on, I commenced a secret
investigation to find my mother. During the search, I encountered many difficulties, but because I had a deep faith
that she had somehow survived, I was extremely upset when my aunt insisted I go to a Buddhist temple with her
to pray for my mother’s soul so that she could enter heaven.
I refused to go. My aunt thought I had become too Americanized and she told my father how disobedient I
was. My dad, who is not as religious as my aunt, let her remark pass. However, he did begin to worry that his
children were becoming too Americanized. So, he set down regulations.
We were not allowed to speak English at home and could speak only Vietnamese or Cantonese.
We were not allowed to participate in extracurricular activities after school. The only thing we could do was to
go to the library to study. He also enrolled the younger children in a Chinese-language school that held classes on
the weekends.
These rules hampered my search for my mother as I could no longer go to Chinatown by myself to peer at the
women there to see if one of them might be my mother. I also could not buy newspapers to look through all the
ads for announcements of women who survived their escapes. Almost every night, I dreamed that my mother had
come back to us. Sometimes she appeared very distant while at other times I could almost touch her. Some nights
she talked to me, telling me to give up my search and crying before her image faded. These dreams continued on
and off for at least a year.
Then, things suddenly changed. One night, my father announced his decision to remarry. Everyone in the
family was shocked but we did not dare object. We felt we had no right to interfere with his personal life.
Moreover, it had already been three years since our mother’s disappearance. We hoped his new wife would make
his life merrier.
Although I did not dare voice an objection, I was afraid that my dad would not love us any more. It was bad
enough that I was the number-seven child—a middle child who had received little attention. Now, I would have to
compete with another person for my father’s love. I was scared.
That night, I saw my mother again in my dreams. I remember vividly how I watched her sitting in a tree,
crying. Then another dream overlapped with the first dream. I saw another of my aunts who had also died in the
shipwreck. She advised me to forget about my mother because she had already reached heaven and was happy
there.
This was the last time I saw my mother in a dream. From then on, I gave up all hope of her survival.
*
I finally graduated from the sixth grade. Elementary school was over. As I entered junior high school, I became
more aware of my appearance, especially the clothes I wore and the cosmetics other girls my age used. My
Caucasian friends wore the latest fashions and started using makeup. I wanted to be like them but my older
brothers and sisters forbade me to use lipstick, eye shadow, or eyeliner. My clothes were hand-me-downs from my
older si6ters. Unable to keep up with my white friends, I switched to Asian, mainly Chinese-Vietnamese, friends.
I found I could relate to them better because we had the same experiences as “boat people” and their parents were
similarly strict and stubborn. We also shared the same difficulties in terms of the language barrier, our taste in
food and music, and values.
By 1987, Glendale had become more densely populated and our rent rose rapidly. The landlady suggested that
we move because she wanted to remodel the house. My father was angry with her because he thought she was
discriminating against us. The house, from his point of view, was not that old. We were the only Asian family in
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that neighborhood; our neighbors on both sides were old Caucasian ladies who often complained about the noise
we made. They accused us of playing our music too loudly even though the biggest “stereo” we could afford at
that time was a Walkman that could not possibly have produced the loud music they complained about.
As we felt more and more unwelcome, my father decided we should move to Los Angeles in order to be close
to its Chinatown that has a large Chinese community. He said that living among White people was too frustrating
because they did not respect us. I objected to the move because I was finally feeling that I had adapted to
American life. I could communicate better in English than in Cantonese or Vietnamese. Moreover, moving meant
I would have to make new friends. The thought of another move brought painful memories of my departure from
Vietnam.
My dad insisted we move and we did so in the summer of 1987 after I completed ninth grade. When school
started in September, I encountered culture shock. I had not seen so many Asians since I left Vietnam. Although I
had visited Chinatown, I had never lived among Chinese or Vietnamese in the United States. As my dad was
satisfied with our new environment, I did not dare to complain. I feared my dad would get angry at all his
children. Whenever one of us did something wrong, all of us got into trouble. He never saw us as individuals. So,
I kept quiet for the sake of my brothers and sisters.
Upon entering high school, I decided I could no longer attend the Chinese-language school because even after
four years of study, I still had not learned the language. I could not concentrate on what the teachers were saying
and kept wishing I could skip class. I went to class only because I was afraid my dad would find out if I played
hooky. Sometimes, I brought my homework from public school to do while I was sitting in the Chinese class.
Finally, going to Chinese school became so .intolerable that I got up the courage to tell my dad I no longer
wanted to attend. My aunt, who was listening in on the conversation, started lecturing me harshly. She blamed my
dad for being too lenient with me and my siblings. She reminded us that there are important traditional values we
should treasure and that we could retain those values only if we knew the language. She accused me of wanting to
be an American and of abandoning my roots. Then she blamed my dad for not watching over us and for allowing
us to do too many things freely. The bottom line, in her eyes, was that my dad did not know how to be a proper
father.
She said she regretted taking some of his children, including me, out of Vietnam. She declared she would never
have done so if she had known we would become so disobedient and disrespectful.
That night, our house was filled with tension. We all went to bed early. I crawled into my only private space—
my bed—and cried in anger and confusion. I felt completely alone. Half of me wanted to give up the fight and
follow all of my dad’s and aunt’s expectations, while the other half wanted to find the inner me, to do the things I
wanted to do and not what others expected of me.
Up to that point, all my actions had been directed by other members of my family. Whatever I wanted to do
had to be approved by the entire family. That was really difficult because there was always at least one person
who opposed my desires. It was so frustrating to try to please everyone. I asked myself, if I were to disobey them,
would I then be considered a selfish person?
As I lay in bed, I thought of something one of my dad’s friends had confided to him: this friend was afraid that
his children would send him to an old folks home as they went on with their lives. He thought they would
probably visit him only on weekends. He warned my dad how easily Chinese or Vietnamese children became
Americanized and once they did, they would no longer care for their parents. They would become totally selfish,
he said.
Despite my father’s and my aunt’s objections, I discontinued Chinese school. I felt I was mature enough to
make such a decision. At age fourteen, I felt like an adult because of all I had been through. Not only was I
working at a part-time job, but I had also long ago learned to go see the dentist or the doctor by myself. I cooked
for my family, studied hard, and did not socialize. I did not feel like a normal teenager who still needed her
parents’ guidance. Thus, I thought I should be allowed to make decisions because I understood their
consequences. The sentence, “You’re too young to know or understand” no longer existed in my world.
*
During high school, I rebelled against all the expectations that my family and friends placed on me. After being
on the tennis team for a year, I developed a new interest and enrolled in the Junior Reserved Officers’ Training
Corps (JROTC), which caused countless objections from the people who tried to shape my life. I joined JROTC
to avoid going to physical education classes, which I despised because there were so many unmotivated students
who hated to exercise.
I soon became committed to JROTC, which inspired and motivated me to participate in all its extracurricular
activities. I was on the exhibition drill team and the staff team. It is difficult to explain the satisfaction I derived
from this program. At home, I had no space I could call my own: every corner of the house belonged to everyone.
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There was no space in which I could recognize myself as an individual. JROTC gave me an opportunity to gain
insight into myself, my likes and dislikes, my hidden skills and talents, and my real personality.
From my family’s perspective, JROTC reminded them of the Communists who had forced us to leave our
country. My green uniform especially troubled them. My father strongly discouraged my participation because he
felt ashamed and disturbed as I proudly wore my neatly pressed uniform in public. He could not understand why I
wanted to show my patriotism when the United States is not our “original” country. He also objected because I
was a young woman. Even though my father is not an overly dominating male who believes women belong only
in the kitchen, he felt the army is not the right place for women. I also sensed that my military unif6rm brought
back painful memories of the war and of my mother’s death. Because of my inability to express myself well in
Chinese, I did not succeed in explaining to him what JROTC meant to me.
Some of my friends also disapproved of my participation in JROTC. They even accused me of becoming a
violent person because I was learning to spin rifles while not shooting them. They thought I was too gung-ho for
war. Others felt I was trying to imitate Americans by participating in an American program. The proof they
offered was that I was not active in ethnic cultural organizations.
All these objections forced me to reconsider my priorities. Although I managed to remain in JROTC for three
years—until I graduated from high school—I often wondered if I was being too selfish. I felt ashamed about my
father’s displeasure; at the same time, my ability to stick it out gave me a sense of accomplishment and victory. I
had proven to my father that JROTC did not automatically lead to my joining the “real” army and that I was
simply educating myself through an uncommon venue. Following my example, both my younger sisters are also
in JROTC. The pressure that other members of my family impose on them is not as great as what they inflicted on
me. I presume it is because my family is slowly accepting the fact that their most strenuous objections will not
always make us change our minds.
*
The next step I took toward independence was in my choice of which college to attend. I wanted to go to a
college that would not be too close to Los Angeles, which would require me to live at home, but at the same time
was not too far away so that l could visit my family on holidays. My father wanted me to live at home and attend
a local college, possibly the same one that all my older siblings were attending, California State Polytechnic
University in Pomona. But I was determined to be “unlike” any other member of my family. I also wanted to be a
role model for my younger sisters. I wanted to prove to my father that I could get admitted into a University of
California campus, which is harder to get into than a California State University campus.\fn{ The University of
California is a private institution, and there is no state requirement to admit people for any reason } As for my intended major,
recalling my experience as a junior counselor and a teacher’s aide; I thought that I would like to major in
psychology.
When I was accepted at this university, the only members of my family who supported my decision to enroll
here were one of my older sisters and my two younger sisters. They agreed with me that it was best to go away to
college so that I would not have to worry about family problems all the time. My sisters and I feel that we can
become more independent if we move away from our huge family. By doing so, we will have a chance to learn to
rely on ourselves.
However, my father and older brothers and sisters thought I had gone insane. They claimed that the campus I
chose was not the right college for me because so many of its students are European Americans and it is famous
as a “party school.” They thought if I wanted to attend a University of California campus, I should go to UCLA.
They also opposed my desire to study psychology, telling me that I should study medicine or dentistry—more
“practical” professions that ensure a high income—instead.
*
Since coming to this university, I have made many new discoveries about myself. At the beginning of the first
quarter, I felt homesick and lonely because everywhere I saw unfamiliar faces and heard unfamiliar voices.
Though I yearned to see the faces of my family members, I did not go home often because I could not allow them
to assume that I had made a wrong decision. I did not want them to force me to return home.
I also had trouble eating bland American food in the dormitory dining rooms. I even missed washing the dishes
because I was so used to doing them.
What frustrates me most now is the loss of my identity. I often feel as if I do net know who I am. When people
ask me what kind of music I like, I have no answer because at home I always listened to whatever my brothers
and sisters wanted to hear. Now I have to make decisions about even trivial matters.
Although I fought for this freedom for many years, I am not sure I enjoy it now that I have it. In addition, there
is no longer pressure to do anything I do not want to do, like go to a Buddhist temple to pray. It is devastating not
knowing what I believe in. Now, when people ask me what religion I belong to, I tell them I am an agnostic.
391

When I visited my family in Los Angeles after being in this school for a few months, they told me I had
changed radically. They complained that I had become too Americanized because I could not speak Chinese well
and now ate pizza for dinner instead of rice, or angel cake instead of moon cakes as snacks.
My father and older brothers and sisters still oppose my desire to major in psychology. They say it is a
“useless” major that is full of “bullshit.” They claim it is an “American” major, something inappropriate for a
Chinese to study. My father and aunt want all of us to become doctors and engineers as those professions would
bring honor to the family. So far, I have not yet succeeded in convincing them that I really enjoy what I am
studying and that I cannot major in something they like but I don’t.
My plan is to continue studying psychology. My family needs to realize that psychology is my major.
My closest friends, who are Chinese and Vietnamese, tell me I have matured too quickly and that I am
becoming too “liberal.” Yet, they still support my decision to go away to college. I guess this is what makes us
close friends. Having gone through some of the same experiences, they understand where I am coming from.
On this campus, I feel more Chinese than American. Although I do things most Americans do, such as go to
football and basketball games, I still interact mainly with Asian Americans. Sometimes I yearn for Chinese food
and miss the Chinese holidays. Many of my values are still traditional. For example, I do not believe in premarital
sex, but at the same time, I think it is fine for young people of both sexes to live together without having to marry
or even to date each other. Whenever my “old” and “new” values conflict, I choose what makes the most sense to
me. Therefore, I classify myself as a Chinese-Vietnamese-American: I live in between not two, but three worlds.
190.100 Substitutes\fn{by Viet Dinh (1974- )} Da Lat, Lam Dong Province, Vietnam (M) 4
In 1974, we waited for the world to be ours. That fall, we were sixth graders, the top of the food chain at Vinh
Xuong. Now our soccer skills were unmatched, and our bodies had grown in ways that we had not foreseen. If we
had any fears, they were only of Mr. Hanh, who had taught at Vinh Xuong longer than anyone could remember.
Even our parents had stories about his tight, pinched face.
He’s lived on nothing but lemons his whole life, they told us. He kept his white hair parted on the left, revealing
a crisp line of liver spots along his scalp.
You have to watch out for his cane, they warned us: a meter-long bamboo stick, thin as your pinkie finger.
Upon command, a misbehaving student had to produce his hands, palm-side up if lucky, palm-side down if
unlucky. No one dared watch the actual punishment. The sound of cane breaking the air like a sudden intake of
breath, the deadening crack of wood against flesh: that was enough.
But that spring, even before Saigon fell, our town became awash in strangers. Can Tho had always been a port,
but now its biggest export was desperation. The line of evacuees stretched down the riverside, along Hai Ba Trung
Street, and into the alleys. They spread their belongings on the ground as if building personal forts and jostled for
position, fighting to move two feet closer to the dock. Women pulled their hair and cried for mercy. They stood
stooped, gold ingots dangling from cloth cradles around the necks, and bawling infants in their arms. In the
market, those haggling for shrimp paste became indistinguishable from those haggling jewelry, silk brocade,
money—anything they had—for safe passage down the Mekong.
Then there were us, the families who could not afford the tickets, who could not leave our houses, our
livelihoods, our relations. Life had not changed for us: we went to the market as always, pulled our nets in from
the river, fried the sprats until the bones were brittle, edible. We ate in silence, even as the Communists stormed
Can Tho, filling the streets with drab olive uniforms, secondhand Kalashnikovs, indiscriminate trigger fingers.
They came into our homes and sat with guns lengthwise across their knees. They asked if we'd been collaborators,
if we’d abetted the ARVN.\fn{ Army of the Republic of Vietnam } May as well admit it now, they said, because the truth
would come out. Even as our parents insisted on neutrality, the soldiers gestured to us with their muzzles:
Do you want your children to grow up orphan?
One day, the docks groaned under the weight of exodus; the next day, empty. The Communists had swept
everyone out to sea, into corners even more remote than Can Tho. Our parents forbade us from picking through
the abandoned belongings:
It’s bad luck, they said.
Food jettisoned as unnecessary weight rotted in the gutters. Even the stray dogs refused to eat it. Those who
had been captured were frog-marched through the streets, pleading with each step. To where, no one knew. Our
parents urged us to forget the commotion. There was nothing to be done now.
All you have to worry about, they said, is school.
By September, Mr. Hanh had lost none of his fearsomeness.
“To your desks!” he barked. Strolling the aisles, he was a minesweeper, tapping out misbehavior with his cane.
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“Pens and paper out. Hands folded on top of your desk.”
His face was as shrunken and desiccated as a preserved prune, the effect more pronounced when he pursed his
lips to scrutinize our work.
“Who taught you how to write? Monkeys? Your parents should be ashamed.”
After a month, Mr. Hanh still hadn’t exhausted his stores of creative punishments: tardy students knelt at the
front of the room, arms outstretched. Talking in class resulted in an oral recitation from memory; falling asleep
earned you a mouthful of chalk dust from a well-aimed eraser. It was rumored that Mr. Hanh had been trained as a
sniper against the Japanese.
“He’s too old,” someone said. “It was probably against the French.” Once, he knelt eye level to Minh.
“Open your mouth! Lift your tongue.” His bony fingers took a wad of chewing gum out of Minh’s mouth and
rubbed it into his eyebrows.
“There will be no gum chewing. Understood?”
And the cane: every time he picked it up, our palms sweated. It was reserved for poor work, and woe to him
who caught it across the knuckles. From that alone, we knew how arthritis must have felt and treated our
grandparents with more respect. The red welts from a caning stayed all day, and no matter how sore your fingers
were, how much they’d swollen, you had to continue writing, because if your compositions were illegible, that
meant more punishment. This was something we had to survive, just as our parents had survived their own youth.
Each day, we scratched our collars and crossed our legs in hopes that he’d misread the clock and dismiss us early.
We thought our torture would never end.
*
Then, three months into the school year, it did. Miss Bui was Mr. Hanh’s opposite: young, lovely, kind. Her an
dai cupped her hips, curved around her bust. At the start of the day, her long black hair caught the morning sun; lit
from behind, it became the Mekong, red with silt. She trailed the scent of jasmine when she walked, and some of
us made errors just so she’d correct us.
She must have recently graduated from teachers college, because although she was patient with our
schoolwork, she didn’t know how to discipline. She frowned when notes were passed (unlike Mr. Hanh, who
made the recipient of the note read it out loud before the writer ate it), and when Minh and Truong’s argument
over a playground soccer foul spilled over into the classtoom, she couldn’t break it up.
“Boys,” she pleaded. “Boys! Stop it!”
We waited for her to take Mr. Hanh’s cane, propped in the corner since his disappearance, and wield it like a
martial-arts swordsmistress, but Minh and Truong continued to roll on the floor, swinging punches and kicking
desks out of their way. Unwilling to surrender, they grunted and panted.
Finally, Miss Bui ran out of the classroom, her slippers clapping against the floor, and returned with Principal
Kim. In his gray polyester suit, Principal Kim pried Minh and Truong apart, holding each boy aloft as if they were
unruly cats and carried them away, ignoring their howls. They were really in for it.
For the rest of the day, Miss Bui bowed her head, as if the swirls of dust where they had tussled were evidence
of her own failure. The topic of our composition was “Why do people fight?” As we read them aloud—we fight
for honor; we fight for protection; we fight for justice—she searched the sky beyond the window. The afternoon
was blank: no birds, no planes, not even smoke from cooking fires. The world beyond the white plaster of Vinh
Xuong, just past the low walls that enclosed the yard, seemed distant, imaginary, as if we had only read about it.
“I hope you have learned something today,” she said.
After school, Principal Kim reprimanded Miss Bui.
“It is your responsibility to stop fights,” he said. “We cannot allow students to run wild.”
Her reply was inaudible. We yelled at some nearby third graders to stop gossiping, but heard nothing further.
The next day, Miss Bui seemed normal. She had cut her hair shoulder length, which we all agreed was a pity.
The previous day lingered in Minh’s black eye and Truong’s split lip, but we’d already put it behind us. We
returned to spilling ink across our homework so that she would walk toward us, smiling as serenely as Quan Yin,
and we treasured the swish of her white pants, the tilt of her head as she approached.
She, too, vanished.
*
We had nothing but speculations, and these we traded like playing cards. Miss Bui’s absence was made more
acute by Mrs. Pham, who clipped her tightly bunned hair with rusty bobby pins. She carried age in her face, in her
stooped posture, in the way she shrank from our loud voices.
The trouble started the second day. We were doing recitations, and she called on Truong. When he didn’t
respond, she looked at him and asked,
“Truong?” The devil flashed in his eyes:
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“I’m not Truong, I’m Phuoc. He’s Truong.”
And he pointed to Minh. Minh immediately shouted,
“Liar! That’s not true. That’s Truong.” And Minh pointed to Quang.
Within seconds, the room reeled with accusations and confessions:
“That’s Truong!” or “I’m Truong!”
The demon inside Truong now possessed all of us; even students who had never gotten in trouble played along.
When the accusations got ugly—“Truong is the stupidest boy in school,” “Truong is the one who smells like
fish!”—Truong slammed his fist against the desk like a gavel.
We had so much fun calling each other Truong that we’d forgotten Mrs. Pham. She stood at the front of the
room, paralyzed. In a voice like dead leaves, she whispered,
“Please be quiet. Please be quiet.”
She must have been saying it for minutes. We pitied her. But we didn’t let her off the hook. We wondered if
she had ever taught school before. If she had, it must have been very young children. More likely, she had been a
housewife, maybe a shopkeeper. Every smile struggled against the wrinkles weighing down her skin. She
threatened to go to Principal Kim when we grew too unruly, so we pulled back our antics until her face eased into
neutrality. As long as we wrote our compositions, she ignored the ball of paper being kicked along the floor in an
ersatz\fn{Impromptu} soccer game.
None of us knew where she came from. It seemed unlikely that she was from Can Tho or our parents would
have known her. Khanh claimed that the Que family had taken her in. But perhaps she didn’t have a home. That
would explain why she always wore the same white blouse and black skirt. Each day, her clothes merged further
toward gray.
Still, Khanh stuck by his story. She was a refugee from Saigon, he insisted. Her husband had abandoned her.
That’s why she always seemed so sad. He had a pass to take his family to America, but instead of taking his wife,
he took his mistress.
I mean, who wouldn’t have taken someone else? Khanh took a drag off his cigarette. That’s why she seemed so
inexperienced, he continued. She had to find a way to make money. We agreed:
How sad.
For our recitation, we chose the history of a Vietnamese emperor who executed his wife in order to save the
country. We watched for a long sigh, a fist clenched in rage. Maybe she would tell us her story. And maybe this
would have brought us closer, given us a pathway to understanding tragedy. But she only said,
“We’ll pick up the story tomorrow.”
Maybe it’s better that Mrs. Pham left. We all knew the ending: the emperor would marry a Mongol princess
and still lose Vietnam to the marauding Chinese.
*
Mr. Luu was with us for a week. He kept a suitcase the size of a wash-basin by the desk. The leather along the
bottom had cracked and peeled away, the cardboard underneath spotted with water stains. We wondered what
could have been in it; Minh said that it didn’t move when he kicked it. Clothes alone couldn’t have been that
heavy. Gold bars, maybe. Or maybe his children. Two of us could have easily fit inside.
The roster still had Mr. Hanh’s crisp, spidery handwriting on the cover, but Mr. Luu didn’t bother to mark
absences. Truong, who wanted to trick another teacher, yelled out “Here!” for every name except his, but Mr. Luu
didn’t glance once.
The first day, we were stupefied. We spent most of the day writing in our notebooks as Mr. Luu read The
Journey to the West. Even the funny parts, like when the Monkey King tries to trick Pigsy into becoming a rich
man’s wife, were drained of laughter. Perhaps it was the gray February weather. The rain was cold, and the sun
never dried the damp from our skin. After school, there was nothing to do besides play soccer: we were too old to
catch fireflies and too young to kiss girls. The curfew kept us inside at night, listening to the radio with our
parents, songs interspersed with victorious slogans.
Our rebellion started the next day. As soon as we were in our seats, he began what we thought was a dictation.
But we could barely understand him; he was reading from a guidebook to New York City. Truong passed a note
across the aisle, but Mr. Luu didn’t notice. Before long, paper went back and forth as if we were trading critical
communiques: “Hi.”, “How are you?”, “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”, and “It’s like we’re not even here.”
Soon we got up to hand-deliver our notes, then, after a while, decided to stop wasting paper and began
whispering. And, finally, we gave up whispering.
Amid the cacophony, Mr. Luu ignored us and read to himself. We admired his honesty: he’d soon be gone. He
knew it, we knew it. He’d be sailing south down the Mekong with Mr. Hanh, Miss Bui, and Mrs. Pham toward …
toward what?
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We didn’t care. We could do whatever we wanted. Here, in school, we were free of checkpoints, of soldiers, of
guns. The only time Mr. Luu spoke was when Truong and Minh’s horseplay got rough, and Truong stumbled
against Mr. Luu’s case.
“Clumsy!” he hissed.
As he pulled the case toward him, the handle looked as if it might wrench free of its rivets. We were good until
the silence became too unbearable and we remembered that, one way or another, he didn’t care.
*
We weren’t surprised to find Mr. Luu gone. But we were surprised by who took his place: an army officer—a
general, judging from the pins and medals adorning his uniform—standing with hands held behind his back, his
family name, Khang, embroidered above his colorful commendations. The red cloth band above the black rim of
his cap was as bright as a new flag. But the scar bisecting his face from one ear to the other frightened us the
most: it was as red as the band on his cap.
We sat with our backs straight, hands folded on our desks. Mr. Hanh would have been proud. He called out
names as if we were conscripts, and Truong didn’t dare contradict him.
“So,” he said, after a few minutes of our squirming. “What are you studying?”
We each answered him differently. We’d had so many lessons in the past few months that we couldn’t agree on
one. The general sliced his hand through the air:
“Enough!” We trembled, the sweat cold on our backs.
“How many of you consider yourself scholars?” he asked. No one spoke, and he squinted as if he could discern
the liars.
“I thought so.” He pointed to Khoi. “You! What do your parents do?”
“My parents build farm machinery.” Khoi added “Sir,” hurriedly.
“Farmers feed our people,” General Khang said. “Tell me, do you need to go to school to build combines?”
“No, sir,” Khoi replied. The general chose another student.
“And your parents? What do they do?”
“My father unloads fish at the docks.”
“Good. Without him, 1 wouldn’t have any nuoc mam. And yours?”
“My father sells snakes at Phung Hiep.”
The general went around the room, asking about our families. We knew better than to respond My father was a
soldier, even if it was the truth. General Khang asked again,
“How many of you plan to be scholars?”
No one. He pointed to Truong.
“Answer me honestly. Do you want to be in school?” Truong hesitated. Then, taking the general at his word,
replied,
“No.”
“Excuse me? 1 didn’t hear your answer.”
“No, sir,” said Truong, louder.
“How many of you do not want to be here right now?” he asked. A smile crept onto his face. Even the scar
seemed to smile.
Minh raised his hand slowly, as did a few others. Truong shot his into the air unequivocally.
“Vietnam needs people who serve the common good,” General Khang said. “We must turn our backs on those
who turn their backs on Vietnam. Now tell me—“
He broke into a huge grin, and our fear passed away. He wasn’t scary; he was on our side. The general clapped
his hands, a firecracker’s pop.
“Who wants to be a part of their new country?”
Hands went up immediately. We felt joy returning, excitement returning. Truong and Minh shouted out, “I do!”
and upon hearing them, the rest of us yelled, “I do!” We clamored for attention, and he chuckled. He raised his
hands to quiet us.
“You are the future of Vietnam. It’s on your shoulders that we will rise. So forget about school. Go help your
mothers in the fields. Help your fathers on the fishing boats. Make our people strong.”
General Khang picked up Mr. Hanh’s cane, still in the corner. We’d almost forgotten about it. The wood was
white from chalk dust. He held it up.
“This,” he said, “is the old world.”
He brought the pointer over his knee and broke it in two. We cheered. He tossed the pieces into the waste bin.
Outside, shuffiing feet, chatter: other classes had already been let out. General Khang saw us glancing toward
the door.
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“Go on,” he said. “Join your comrades. Make your country proud.”
And with that, we streamed out, our voices mingling with the others. In the yard, soccer games had begun, and
we joined in, raising a cloud that settled in our hair, our clothes, our eyes. We walked out of Vinh Xuong dirty, our
faces turned up to the sun, basking in freedom. The world opened up before us, and from here, nothing would ever
be the same.
*
We would never return to Vinh Xuong. Soon afterward, the gates were replaced by guard shacks, and the
soldiers, stone-faced, barked at us when we approached holding soccer balls. The walls doubled in height, stucco
smothered beneath smooth concrete. On top, spirals of razor wire like a notebook’s spine.
At night,Vinh Xuong was lit up as if from flares, and the speakers hung high on poles spat messages of
liberation into the darkness. Word spread that people near other re-education camps were unable to sleep from the
noise. From a nearby hill, we could see into the yard where middle-aged men sat in straight rows, cross-legged,
writing on scraps of paper while a voice spoke of the new social order. They looked hungry, repentant.
Once a week, women stood outside the gates, cradling infants or rice wrapped in banana leaves. When the
guards shook their heads, the women dispersed. Sometimes, the gates disgorged an emaciated man, and the
women rejoiced. Sometimes, the guards brought out a list of names, and women crumpled as if crushed by the
sky.
Someone swore that he saw Mr. Hanh in our classroom, and one afternoon, we gathered on the hill. The
window was a dark rectangle, indistinguishable from the others.
He was right there.
Are you sure it wasn’t a ghost?
Might have been. But it was Mr. Hanh, for sure!
We waited for a face to appear in the black space. We must have been there for hours before someone
appeared. We pointed excitedly, squinted. And, like that, the person disappeared. Maybe it was a different man
grown old and gaunt. Or perhaps it was Mr. Hanh after all.
From behind the wall, guards marched in formation. The prisoners, as well. Why would Mr. Hanh be there?
We didn’t understand, but we weren’t afraid. After all, this was now our world.
It’s good to be free, we told each other—but even so, who among us had never dreamed of escape?
181.24 Autobiographical Statement\fn{by Beth Pham (1975-

)}

Qui Nhan, Bin Dinh Province, Vietnam (F) 4

I was born on 9 October 1975 in Qui Nhan, Vietnam. I moved from there to Iowa when I was six years old. My
whole family, including four brothers and three sisters, came to the United States. In Vietnam, my parents were
farmers. At one time, my father worked for the government, I am not exactly sure what he did, except that he did
paperwork. My mother was a housewife. Both sets of my grandparents were doctors and they were both rich, so
we lived in a mansion.
My father was put in jail after the war because he had worked for the southern government. Since the North
won the war my dad was put in prison because anyone affiliated with the southern government before the war was
sentenced to certain prison term. My father was sentenced to only two years because his level of involvement was
minimal.
During this time, my mother had eight kids to support. She knew she could not support all of us on her own, so
she kept my youngest brother who was nine months old and everyone else was separated. I was sent to live with
my mom’s sister. They gave me what they could, which was not much. We did not eat a lot. The main food was
rice and it was not very good rice, but we always had leafy vegetables in our diet. They saved the best for me—
each day I got corn or an egg, and that was a big deal.
My mother visited me once when I was about three or four. I remember she promised me she would go to the
store and get me a dress. I said,
“Okay.” She never came back.
At this time, everyone was suffering from post-war depression and everyone was poor. The next time my
mother came to visit me she promised me shoes and I said,
“No!”
She had promised me everything, but I knew she was not coming back. I hung onto her as she was leaving and
she did not know what to do. She knew she could not leave me there so she took me home with her. She still
could not support me, so after a couple days she sent me to stay with different relatives.
This time I was to stay with my uncle on my dad’s side. I was not as homesick because I was able to be with
one sister and two brothers who were also staying with my uncle. It worked out but they were very poor and my
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brothers and sister worked a lot. We stayed there for about two years until my father got out of jail. I was five
years old then. It took us a while to get together and then my dad planned an escape.
I think my dad had been working on this plan for a very long time. He and my uncle had been saving money
for a while. My uncle was the captain of a ship or a fishing boat. They, along with other people in the village, put
money together and bought another boat—we had all agreed to escape together.
One night, I remember it was very foggy, they woke us up in the middle of the night and told us to be quiet. It
was really, really late. One by one my dad gathered us. All the relatives were aware of this and they had their
children ready too. We went to the harbor where we met with a lot of people.
The captain of the other boat had to go get more supplies and we went onboard our boat. When the other
captain came back he heard a commotion outside—the Communists had discovered the boats, but by then our
boat was under my uncle’s control. We were able to sail away under the commotion; but two of my brothers were
on the other boat. The 130 people onboard their boat hid deeper in the thresholds and did not leave the same time
we did.
We worked for a long time to save up money to pay back the relatives who bailed them out. It took us seven
years to reunite with my brothers. My uncle knew where he was going and remained confident. We hid at the
bottom where they put the fish and crabs. It was very stuffy and crowded. I remember feeling suffocated. A lot of
babies were put to sleep with special sleeping pills, but my mother did not want to do that. She gave my brother
some milk to make him sleep. She is lucky because when we reached the United States, the mothers who used the
pill realized their babies had mental defects as a result.
We first sailed to Malaysia. From there we came to America. Because my dad worked for the United States
government, our family had immediate access to the country. We were actually allowed to go to any democratic
country, that way the U.S. government could assure our safety wherever we went; it was just up to us to get to
these places.
I finally arrived in the United States in October of 1981. I think that the hardships we went through to come to
America fueled us with the desire and the drive to get an education. If you go through the trouble of leaving your
country and all the hardships that go with it, you are going to be more determined and make the most of every
situation. Overall, it depends on what your values are and what they stem from.
After we arrived, my mother and father got into the sewing business. This was very menial work. They sewed
for a book bag company called Balance. My siblings and I worked there, too. We tore apart mistakes the sewers
made. It paid very low wages, low enough that my family’s income was unable to support six kids and to send
money back home; therefore, we worked for a very long time. .
We moved to Mobile, Alabama, and my dad got a job painting houses but the fumes gave him headaches and
he was not able to do that for very long. We had a relative who owned a Chinese restaurant so my oldest sister
went to work there. She was the one who took care of everything. She knew English from the school she attended
in Vietnam. We sent her to see what the conditions were like. She checked it out and said they were workable, so
my parents joined her.
They worked there for about five years before my family opened our own restaurant, which we have owned for
eight years. It is called Old Lee Chop Suey. My brothers and sisters and I would work there after school.
When I first arrived in America, I started attending school. I was sent back to kindergarten because I did not
know my alphabet and I did not speak English very well. I was a year older than those in the class, but I learned
the language and adapted well. At first it was difficult growing up with American kids because of the language
barrier. I felt like I did not know what was going on. I always felt confused and scared. But as I caught on, I
became more and more determined. I built up confidence. I felt like I could fit in if I could become one of the
best. I thought this because I thought people looked up to you when you were better then them and showed that
you had a talent or something special to distinguish you from the rest.
The living conditions were pretty bad when we first arrived in America. Our clothes came from Goodwill and
that is why to this day I always sponsor Goodwill and help out. I believe in charity organizations also because a
church sponsored my family. Through them we were able to have a Thanksgiving dinner. When we lived in
Kansas City, before we really established ourselves, we lived in a two bedroom home. Four boys slept in one
room and four girls in another. The funny thing was that we did not think that there was anything wrong with that.
I had friends with whom I went to visit and they had their own room and things like Cabbage Patch dolls and
Strawberry Shortcake. I had only one doll, but I was happy. I had more than other people did and my mother
always reminded me of that.
I know that a lot of people in Vietnam wish that they had the chance we had in coming here and an opportunity
to establish themselves in America. Several of our relatives have asked us if we could sponsor them, but it is not
easy. There is a limited number of immigrants that can come to America and those who are fortunate enough to
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come here work hard. Sometimes I see people sitting around and think of what an incredible country they are
living in and the chances they are missing out on to make something out of themselves.
When kids were prejudiced against me it hurt. Kids were cruel in junior high school. They always made fun of
everyone else’s differences. Sometimes I was hurt by it and sometimes I would keep a positive attitude and think,
“One of these days you will see who is better.”
I have always had a positive mindset and I think that helps in achieving my goals. It is a driving force behind
what I do—not to be better, but to prove that I am not stupid. A lot of people look down on minorities and think
that they do not have talents, but they do not realize that the only reason we may seem stupid is because of the
language barrier. We just need to be given a chance.
I remember in junior high I was called Egg Roll and things like that. One time a kid told my brother that he
could not sit next to him. I got so mad that I pulled the kid aside and said,
“Don’t you dare touch my brother. If you do, I will come after you.” He said,
“No, I didn’t do anything.” And I said,
“Next time, if he wants to sit there, you are going to let him sit there.” I am very protective of my family.
In the eighth grade, we were the new kids in the neighborhood and we had to go through it all again. Every
time we were put into new crowds we had to establish ourselves all over again and we had to go through the same
kind of prejudicial ordeal. I thought that kids were being prejudiced, but they did not realize the differences and
when they made fun they were just acting young and naïve. I kept thinking,
“One of these days, you’ll see.” That day came when I was in high school.
While I was in high school, I was involved in a lot of leadership roles and I won the Coca-Cola scholarship. It
was a $20,000 scholarship and the television and press came. Everyone wanted to be my friend—they approached
me. One of the guys who discriminated against me when I was in junior high came up and asked if I wanted to go
out. I said no because I remembered how he used to be. I am not resentful, I just knew what type of person he was
and I do not respect that. I talked to him, but I would never date him.
It was tough being an Americanized child of Vietnamese parents. Everything was okay at first, but when I got
to junior high and high school it was really difficult because my parents did not always want us to be influenced
by outside things. They would tell us,
“Don’t think about a boyfriend (or girlfriend)” because the more you go out the more you will be influenced.
We were encouraged to hang out with our family and to go to work. But that did not work. My parents believe in
honor and status—the biggest one being status. They believe that you should always establish yourself because
that way no one can say you are stupid and no one can look down on you.
Not only do you represent your family, but you represent your race as well. In my family, race was never a big
issue. I do feel prejudices sometimes, but growing up it did not matter because I knew who I was and what my
talents were. My family always told me that they did not want me to date because they thought I would get into
trouble. It was hard. My mother is a very traditional lady. She is one who is always saying,
“A lady sits like this,” and
“Girls don’t laugh too loud.”
I always got in trouble for that because I am rebellious. She raised her girls with a lot of manners. She never
went into detail about how you should hold your teacup or anything like that, but promoted things like
“You don’t always go for the best thing first” and
“Be considerate.” If you are at a dinner, you should try everything at the table because people will think bad
things about you if you do not.
There were defmite differences between how my brothers were raised compared to my sisters and myself.
During the war, they were in Vietnam. I only spent about six years in Vietnam and that was enough to influence
me, but I am still not as strong in the culture as they are. They grew up there. My youngest brother is
Americanized now, but he still understands the language. I can speak the language and read and write very little. I
wish I could read or write more. When I was in Vietnam, I only made it to the kindergarten level-very elementary.
My parents have an intermediate understanding of English. My family and I always did the paperwork for the
bills for the restaurant in Vietnamese. We had to speak it back in order for my father to understand us. This has
helped me to keep the language; so has talking to my brother.
A couple years ago, my parents went back to Vietnam to see their culture because they knew it would be a
while before they would be able to get back again. I was going to go with them, but it was pretty risky. They
videotaped some of the things they saw while they revisited Vietnam. I liked the people I saw. They seemed very
gentle and very genuine. Outside it seemed very disorganized and rushed. I think a lot of that is in my personality.
I think who I am today is not because of the influences of one country or the other, but it is the best of both
worlds. I can see what I like of both and put them together.
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There are other ways my parents keep us informed about our culture though. I always watch movies about the
Vietnam War, the reasons and the causes. I ask my dad questions about it. He gives me the political view of the
South and about what he did. He teaches me some things while we watch these movies.
I believe I have a strong connection with my Asian neritage, but I have been very Americanized. On a scale of
one to ten, I would say I am about a five and a half. When I am with a Vietnamese person, I can talk to them and
feel comfortable. I do not believe it when people say if I were to go back to Vietnam, I would not be a true
Vietnamese and here in America, I am not a true American. I do not think it is important to call yourself one thing
or another. I have the best of both worlds.
My parents went to high school in Vietnam. There are not a lot of colleges in Vietnam and they are very
difficult to get into. Not many women go to college. You can always get a job when you are in high school or with
a high school level education. The level of education a high school graduate receives is more intense and students
learn more and faster. I knew my multiplication tables when I was in kindergarten. When I came here, teachers
thought I was smart, but it was because of what I had learned in Vietnam.
It was so funny how the teachers looked at me because I knew my multiplication and division tables. They
have yearly exams, whereas we have them every semester in America. They also get tested over four years of
studying and they get tested in college. Vietnamese schools focus more on the analytical subjects such as
mathematics and chemistry.
One of the culture shocks that has struck me while being here at school is how the students do not respect their
teachers. In Vietnam, we always have the utmost respect for teachers. What they say goes, even if you do not
agree with them. Teachers are allowed to hit students in Vietnam. I was discouraged from becoming a teacher by
my parents when we came here because they told me I had more talents than that and I did not need that kind of
disrespect.
At college I do not have much contact with other Asian students. I do not know why, but I feel a little different.
I do not know how to talk to them; I do not know the language of people from Taiwan or China. There is only one
boy I know who is Vietnamese and I talk to him. I feel like I am making polite conversation. I would say hi but I
could never become really good friends with him.
My relationship with my classmates is very good. I love and enjoy all of my science classes and my classmates
and we help each other accomplish a lot. I feel very comfortable at this school because my teachers and professors
help me a lot.
I can really appreciate the United States after my parents visited Vietnam. There are so many things that are
available for you. In other countries, especially Vietnam, there is nothing there for you to grasp. Here, there are so
many opportunities. People say we are beginning to lose that and even if you are hardworking you cannot find a
job. I do not believe that. In Vietnam, there really are no jobs available.
Almost all of my family members are engineers. My oldest sister is a chemical engineer, two of my brothers
are electrical, and my third brother is mechanical. My sister is majoring in business. The sixth child is a
pharmaceutical student at UMKC (University of Missouri at Kansas City). My younger brother, who is still in
high school, is looking into being a veterinarian. I am looking into pre-med but I am also interested in
international business. I would like to stay in the Midwest when attending medical school. I am thinking about
going into pediatrics and family-oriented areas. I would settle for becoming a family physician. Money is not the
motivating factor. Medicine is a highly respected profession in my country and my dad wants us to fulfill that
aspect with our careers.
I think that college experiences in America are better in the respect that there is so much fmancial aid available
to help students, whereas in Vietnam, if you do not have money you do not have any options. The country only
requires education up through the fifth grade and if you want to go on, you have to compete for positions and take
entrance exams. Their schools are more intense and grueling. Of all educational systems that I know of, I have to
say that America’s is the most lenient and the government is very supportive of its students.
I suppose I belong to an intellectual family. I think we are all hard workers because we all know that my
parents are not able to afford to send eight kids to college and so we all shoot for full-ride scholarships. I believe
you only live once and so I try to do what I can. I love to read. I think it has helped my English considerably. I
also like shopping, sailing, and traveling. I love crafty and creative stuff, too.
I work a couple [of] places on campus for my scholarship hours. I work at Time Out (To give Interest in Multicultural Environment, with Outreach and Unity in Thought) and I am a teacher’s assistant for an ecology class for
one of my professors. My Time Out coworkers and I are always debating over issues, but we get along very well
because we respect each other’s opinions. The organization helps me experience what other races feel, what they
go through and what they experience. I like working as a TA because it is a good resume builder, it keeps me
occupied and around people, and I am glad that I have a chance to influence students. I do not get a lot of stress
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from working as a TA, but I do with my classes and grades. Those are the things that take up a lot of time and
emotion because I put a lot of pressure on myself to do well.
I always call my boyfriend when I am stressed. He thinks I am brilliant and he always builds me up. My family
helps, too. If I do not think I can do something, they are there to comfort me and tell me it will all be okay. My
sorority sisters are also there to help me release most of my stress.
As in any group, in my sorority I have found my own group that fits with my personality. Although I am
friends with most people, there are a few with whom I am best friends. If I was not in a sorority, I would be a lot
lonelier. It allows me to be involved and be a part of things.
I do not feel that being a woman has much bearing on me as a person and what I choose to do; at least not as
much as my Asian background does. I am not so much influenced by society as I am from my family. I believe
you have to establish yourself firmly as a person and that a good education is extremely important to have so that
if you have to take care of yourself in the future, you are able to. Things like affirmative action bother me. If
people are fighting for equal rights, then why do we provide special privileges for people? Even though programs
like that are designed to help people like me, I do not feel that we are establishing justice. I think that it is up to
each individual person to help make the change because when the government forces people to be accepted
against their will, then there will be resentment. Sometimes people get carried away in using the color of their
skin to get what they cannot accomplish themselves.
My parents would not let my sisters date while they were in college. I am a junior now and I have a boyfriend.
I do admit, though, that dating does take time away from my studies. I got two Bs and I was freaking out because
I thought my parents would not let me have a boyfriend any more. Now I am getting three Bs. It is always in the
back of our minds and we know that we should always do our best. All of my brothers and sisters graduated with
honors and I want to be a part of that, too, because I do not want to break the mold. Although I want to be like
them, I have never been in competition with my brothers and sisters. We have always been helpful toward each
other. They are good role models for me.
I am dating a Phi Kappa Pi guy and have been lavaliered. The reason that I love him is because he accepted me
from the very beginning for who I am. He loves my culture even though he does not know much about it, because
it is a part of me. He is trying to learn my language—that is cute. That impressed my parents. I get along with his
mom very well. Both our parents have met each other and they really, really love each other. He really supports
me in everything I do. The most important thing is that he puts my happiness above all else. We have very good
communication. Because I am more fluent in English than in Vietnamese, I prefer American men. I also like the
features of American men and bigger built guys. Asian guys are smaller.
When I get older, I definitely plan to have children. I plan to instill a part of my culture into them. Mixing
cultures in children is something my sister is going through right now because she is pregnant and her husband is
American. I plan on trying to teach my language to my own children.
I think family is very important. The differences between Vietnamese and American families were also a
source of culture shock to me. We have so much here in America and kids growing up here take it all for granted.
They do not use the abundance of resources offered to explore their potential and consequently there are broken
families because they grow up to be irresponsible adults. In Vietnam, we have irresponsible adults, too, but
everyone knows what their values and morals are. We are losing that because the family unit is not strong.
Our family was really close because of our living conditions—we were always bumping into each other. When
we got a bigger house, we were still close, but it allowed everyone to do his or her own thing. We have come a
long way, as everyone has their own television in his or her own room. But we are still reminded not to take
things for granted.
My own relationship with my parents is a very good one. I am very close to them. I do not tell them
everything, like American kids do, because there are certain boundaries you do not cross and it is established that
parents and children are not friends. The reason that the family unit is strong in Vietnam is because of the respect
children hold for their parents. I would never call my mom names because that would make me feel bad. Not only
would it make her look bad, but it would make me look bad for having such disrespect toward my family. You do
not bring your family name down. We also respect our older siblings. It is different for my youngest brother
because he is Americanized. My older sister could ground me if she wanted to and I would have to obey her.
An aspect of our lives that has changed because of coming to America is that of religion. When we were in
Vietnam, we were Buddhists, but because the Christian church sponsored us we changed our religion; we are now
Christians. Our Sundays were completely taken by church activities. In the mornings, we went to a Christian
church—not that we understood a word of the sermon, but we felt holy—and after that we crossed the street and
went to a Vietnamese church because their services did not start until noon. Afterwards, we went .home for dinner.
It was like that in lowa and Alabama.
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Now everyone is gone and my parents go to a church that is bigger and everyone is not as close. I go when I
can, but I do not go as often as I used to. I am still close to God, but it is just between him and me and does not
involve so much worshipping at a church.

Part of Ho Chi Minh City, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam, today
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The Cathedral of St. Joseph, Hanoi, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam: two views
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The Tran Quoc Pagoda, Hanoi, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam

The gateway to the Buddhist Temple of Literature, Hanoi, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam: the
beginning of the vast temple complex and gardens (detailed below) are visible through the entrance.
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The Quan Thanh Taoist Temple, Hanoi, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam

A Khmer temple near Hanoi, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam
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A temple of the Vietnam Baha’i Spiritual Assembly, location unknown, but fully recognized by the State as
a component religion of Vietnam since 2012, and in that year registering some 8,000 members.

Vietnamese Bahá’ís elect their National Spiritual Assembly in Danang, in 2009.
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The Cathedral of Our Lady, Ho Chi Minh City, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam: two views
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The Mariamman Hindu Temple, Ho Chi Minh City, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam: detail below
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The Vinh Nghiem Pagoda, Ho Chi Minh City, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam
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The Jamiul Muslimin Mosque, Ho Chi Minh City, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam

The Buu Long Buddhist Temple, Ho Chi Minh City, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam
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The Hoi Son Pagoda, (17th century), Ho Chi Minh City, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam

The Giac Vien Pagoda (1850), Ho Chi Minh City, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam
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The Giac Lam Pagoda (1744), Ho Chi Minh City, Special Class Municipality, Vietnam

The Cathedral of the Sacred Heart, Can Tho City, First Class Municipality, Vietnam
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The Quang Duc Pagoda, Can Tho City, First Class Municipality, Vietnam

The Ong Pagoda, Can Tho City, First Class Municipality, Vietnam
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The Cathedral of the Sacred Heart, Da Nang City, First Class Municipality, Vietnam

The Gateway to the Linh Ung Pagoda, Da Nang City, First Class Municipality, Vietnam
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The Linh Ung Pagoda, Da Nang City, First Class Municipality, Vietnam

Caption: “Gate to Pagoda in Da Nang, Vietnam”. Caption to the next photograph: “Chùa Linh Ứng, Da
Nang, Vietnam - The Lady Buddha statue [below, to which all this is leading] stands over 70 metres tall on
the edge of the mountain on the Son Tra Peninsula in the grounds of the Chùa Linh Ứng - Bãi B ụt
(Buddhist Temple). She gazes with a compassionate and benevolent gaze across the ocean towards the city
of Da Nang. Pilgrims and tourists alike climb the wide staircase up the cliff passing through a series of
ornate gates to enter the temple complex.” Her back is to the main temple itself.
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The Cathedral of the Queen of the Rosary, Hai Phong City, First Class Municipality, Vietnam

The Du Hang Pagoda, Hai Phong City, First Class Municipality, Vietnam
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The Can Linh Pagoda, Hai Phong City, First Class Municipality, Vietnam

Entrance to the Vam Ray Temple, Vam Ray Hamlet, Tra Vinh Province, Vietnam: below, the temple itself
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The Ang Pagoda, Tra Vinh, Tra Vinh Province, Vietnam: rear view below
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A temple in Tra Vinh, Tra Vinh Province, Vietnam: below, a detail of the temple
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The Vinh Trang BuddhistTemple, My Tho, Tien Giang Province, Vietnam: two views
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The Cao Dai Temple, Long Than Bac Commune, Tay Ninh, Tay Ninh Province, Vietnam: two views
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Caption: “Noon ceremony inside the Cao Dai Holy See Temple. Tay Ninh, [Tay Ninh Province,] Vietnam”

A view of the interior towards evening
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The Do Temple, Bac Ninh, Bac Ninh Province, Vietnam

The Kinh Duong Vuong Temple, Bac Ninh Province, Vietnam
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The Dinh Bang village temple, Bac Ninh Province, Vietnam: two views
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The Din Vuong Temple, Vuong Village, Bac Giang Province, Vietnam

The Duc La Pagoda, Tri Yen Commune, Bac Giang Province, Vietnam
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The Mahatuc Temple, Soc Trang, Soc Trang Province, Vietnam

The Chua Phat Dat Temple, Soc Trang, Soc Trang Province, Vietnam
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The Kh’leang Pagoda, Soc Trang, Soc Trang Province, Vietnam

Quan Am Phat Dai Temple, Bac Lieu, Bac Lieu Province, Vietnam
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The Ghositaram Temple, Bac Lieu, Bac Lieu Province, Vietnam

Part of the Thai To Mieu Temple Complex, Son La, Son La Province, Vietnam
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A local temple, Ba Be Suburban District, Bae Kan Province

The An Ma Temple, Bae Kan Province, Vietnam
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The Ky Sam Temple, Cao Bang Province, Vietnam

The Phat Tich Truc Lam Ban Gioc Pagoda, Dam Thuy Commune, Cao Bang Province, Vietnam: two views
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A temple in Ha Giang, Ha Giang Province, Vietnam

The Keo Pagoda, Hanh Thien Village, Nam Dinh Province, Vietnam
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The Tien Huong Pagoda, Nam Dinh, Nam Dinh Province, Vietnam

The Kins Hung Temple, Phong Chau, Phu Tho Province, Vietnam
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The Thuong Temple, Phu Tho Province, Vietnam

The Hoi Quan Trieu Chau Temple, Hoi An, Quang Nam Province, Vietnam
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Caption: “This is a Buddhist Temple just north of Tam Ky.” [Quang Nam Province, Vietnam]

A Chinese (Fujian) Buddhist Temple in Hoi An, Quang Nam Province, Vietnam
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The Hoi Quan Quang Trieu Temple, Hoi An, Quang Nam Province, Vietnam

The Chua Phap Bao Pagoda, Hoi An, Quang Nam Province, Vietnam
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The Thanh Chiem Bastion, Quang Nam Province, Vietnam

The Bai Dinh Temple Complex in Ninh Binh, Ninh Binh Province, Vietnam: below, two of the temples
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The Tam Coc Temple, Ninh Binh, Ninh Binh Province, Vietnam

The gateway into Hoa Lu, Ninh Binh Province, Vietnam
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The Bell Tower of the Bai Dinh Temples, Ninh Binh Province, Vietnam

The Thai Vi Temple, Ninh Binh Province, Vietnam
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The Monivongsa Bopharam Temple, Ca Mau, Ca Mau Province, Vietnam

A Cao Dai Temple in Ca Mau, Ca Mau Province, Vietnam
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The Minh Thanh Temple, Pleiku, Gia Lai Province, Vietnam

A temple in Pleiku, Gia Lai Province, Vietnam
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The Sitting Buddha of Nha Trang, Khanh Hoa Province, Vietnam

The Reclining Buddha of Nha Trang, Khanh Hoa Proviunce, Vietnam

446

The Yen Tu Temple, Quang Ninh Provnce, Vietnam: made entirely of bronze; two views
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The Yen Tu Pagoda, Quang Ninh Provnce, Vietnam: two views
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Caption: “The local temple in Bac Ha” [Lao Cai Province, Vietnam]

The Hien Lam Pavilion Gate into the City of Hue, Thira Thien-Hue Province, Vietnam

449

One of the gateways into the city of Hue, Thira Thien-Hue Province, Vietnam

The Mieu Temple, Le Huan, Hue, Thira Thien-Hue Province, Vietnam: two views
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Than Phuoc Village Temple, Thira Thien-Hue Province, Vietnam: detail below
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Nam Than Village Temple, Thira Thien-Hue Province, Vietnam
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Thanh Thuy Village Temple, Thira Thien-Hue Province, Vietnam

The Thien Mu Pagoda, Ha Khe Hill, Huong Long Village, Hue, Thira Thien-Hue Province, Vietnam
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The Tran Quoc Pagoda (1670) and the Bao Quoc Temple (1940), Ham Long Hill, Lich Doi District, Hue,
Thira Thien-Hue Province, Vietnam

The Linh Phuoc Pagoda, Da Lat, Lam Dong Province, Vietnam
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A pagoda in Dai Lat, Lam Dong Province, Vietnam

Detail of the An Tu Pagoda, Da Lat, Lam Dong Province, Vietnam
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The Ba Chua Xu Temple (Lady of the Realm) Chau Doc Town, An Giang Province, Vietnam: two views
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A temple in Phu Than Village, An Giang Province, Vietnam

Entrance into some temples of Chau Doc, An Giang Povince, Vietnam: detail and temples below
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The Bong Lai Temple, Hoa Binh, Hoa Binh Province, Vietnam: two views
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The Xich Dang Temple, Hung Yen, Hung Yen Province, Vietnam

A temple in Hung Yen, Hung Yen Province, Vietnam
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Two unnamed temples in Hai Durong, Hai Durong Province, Vietnam: two views
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The Ho Quoc Pagoda, Phu Quoc, Kien Giang Province, Vietnam

A temple in Ganh Dau Village, Phu Quoc, Kien Giang Province, Vietnam
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Entrance to a Cao Dai temple, Duong Dong, Kien Giang Province, Vietnam

The Lady Thuy Long Temple, Phu Quoc, Kien Giang Province, Vietnam
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A Buddhist Temple in Phu Ly, Ha Nam Province, Vietnam

The Tran Thuong Temple, Ha Nam Province, Vietnam
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A Buddhist temple at Qui Nhon, Binh Dinh Province, Vietnam

The Dai Tong Lam Buddhist Pagoda, Vung Tau, Ba Ria-Vung Tau Province, Vietnam
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The Niet Ban Tinh Xa Pagoda, Nui Nho Mountain, Vung Tau, Ba Ria-Vung Tau Province, Vietnam

The Quan Yin Bodhisattva Temple, Vung Tau, Ba Ria-Vung Tau Province, Vietnam
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A Dai Cai temple, Yen Hai, Yen Bai Province, Vietnam

A temple at Tu Le, Yen Bai Province, Vietnam
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A temple at Lang Son, Lang Son Province, Vietnam

The Ky Cung Temple, Long Son, Long Son Island, Ba Ria-Vung Tau Province, Vietnam
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A temple in Bac Le, Huu Lung District, Long Son Island, Ba Ria-Vung Tau Province, Vietnam

A pair of temples, Dinh Hoa District, Thai Nguyen Province, Vietnam
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The Museum of the Ethnic Culture of Vietnam, Thai Nguyen, Thai Nguyen Province, Vietnam

Bau Lords Temple (2015), Tuyen Quang, Tuyen Quang Province, Vietnam
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The Ho Chi Minh Memorial, Tuyen Quang, Tuyen Quang Province, Vietnam

A temple outside Phan Thiet, Binh Thuan Province, Vietnam
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The Huong Tich Pagoda, Ha Tinh, Ha Tinh Province, Vietnam

The Tran Thuong Temple (2016), Kieu Linh Village, Lao Cai Province, Vietnam

472

The Dai Glac Buddhist Temple, Dong Hoi, Quang Binh Province, Vietnam

A temple in Quang Ngai, Quang Ngai Province, Vietnam
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The Thien An Pagoda, nr. Quang Ngai, Quang Ngai Province, Vietnam

The Keo Pagoda (1061), Vu Thu District, Thai Binh Province, Vietnam
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Two Budhist Temples in Buon Ma Thuot, Dak Lak Province, Vietnam
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The gateway to the Van Than Confucian Temple (1864), Vinh Long, Vinh Long Province, Vietnam

The Tien Chau Temple (1750) An Binh Island, Vinh Long, Vinh Long Province, Vietnam
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A temple in Vinh Long, Vinh Long Province, Vietnam

A temple in Vinh Long, Vinh Long Province, Vietnam
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A temple in Long An Province, Vietnam

A large downtown temple and its gateway, Tan An, Long An Province, Vietnam
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The Quan De Temple, Vi Thanh, Hau Giang Province, Vietnam: two views
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The Cao Dai Temple, Cao Lanh, Dong Thap Province, Vietnam

The Cao Dai Temple, Ben Tre, Ben Tre Province, Vietnam
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The gateway to the Nguyen Dinh Chieu Relic Monument, Ben Tre, Ben Tre Province, Vietnam

The Den Tuyen Linh, Ben Tre, Ben Tre Province, Vietnam
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The Dinh An Hoi, Ben Tre, Ben Tre Province, Vietnam

The gateway to the Chua Lohng Huong Pagoda, Ly Thai To, Long Tan Nhon Trach, Dong Nai Province,
Vietnam

482

The Po Klong Garai Cham Temple Towers, nr. Phan Rang, Ninh Thuan Province, Vietnam
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484
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The façade of the Buddhist monastery Chua Bao Tinh, Tuy Hoa, Phu Yen Province, Vietnam

A Cham Tower on Nhan Mountain, Tuy Hoa, Phu Yen Province, Vietnam
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Caption: “Famous temples in Pu Yen” [Province, Vietnam]

The Dai Tuong Niem, Tuy Hoa, Pha Yen Province
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Caption: “Thu Dau Mot Temples” [Binh Durong Province, Vietnam]

The Phu Cuong Cathedral, Thu Dau Mot, Binh Duong Province, Vietnam
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The Tay Tang Pagoda, Binh Duong Province, Vietnam

The Reclining Buddha of the Hoi Khanh Pagoda (1741), Binh Duong Province, Vietnam
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The Cathedral in Kon Tum, Kon Tum Province, Vietnam

The Truc Lam Tay Monastery, Vinh Phuc Province, Vietnam. On the grounds nearby is a statue of the
Nirvana Goddess of Mercy (below).
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The Dong Dau Pagoda, Vin Phuc Province, Vietnam
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The Bien Son Pagoda, Vin Phuc Province, Vietnam

The Ang Korajaborey Temple in Vinh Yen, Vinh Phuc Province, Vietnam
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The Ha Tien Temple, Vinh Yen, Vinh Phuc Province, Vietnam

A temple and temple gateway at Mai Xa Village, Quang Tri Province, Vietnam
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The entrance into the citadel of Quang Tri, Quang Tri Province, Vietnam

The Victory Monument, Dien Bien Phu, Dien Bien Province, Vietnam
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The Victory Museum, Dien Bien Phu, Dien Bien Province, Vietnam

The Lai Chau Town Square Monument, Lai Chau Province, Vietnam
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The Temple of King Quang Trung, Vinh, Nghe An Province, Vietnam

The Cathedral of Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception (1930s), Thanh Hoa, Thanh Hoa Province,
Vietnam
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The Victory Monument, Dong Xoai, Binh Phuoc Province, Vietnam

Ho Chi Minh (c.1946)
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