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INTRODUCTION

“Prepare for the worst” was a phrase I was to hear often
during two visits to North Vietnam in February and April-May,
1966. It has almost become a national slogan, certainly among
those who direct the country’s military and economic strategy.
The government of the North, the Democratic Republic of Viet-
nam (DRYV), is organizing in a manner without precedent in
history for the long, hard war which leaders and people are
convinced will have to be fought.

Almost every day of the seven weeks I spent in the DRV
brought its surprises.

A forest clearing led down to a limpid stream, where rafts
of bamboo, attached to the bank with jungle creepers, stretched
up-stream like corrugated footpaths. Lines of young people jog-
trotted along, up the river bank toward the clearing, 50-foot-
lengths of giant bamboo swinging between their shoulders. In
the clearing itself, more youths and girls sawed sectioned tree
trunks into thin planks and pleated leaves for roofs. Further
back in the jungle shadows, in new bamboo and pleated-leaf
buildings, young people, visible through the propped-up bam-
boo “windows”—which were also the walls—bent over desks
and books.

“This is C5,” explained my guide, “the metallurgical section
of the Polytechnic Institute. On the very day the main new
building of the Institute was opened in Hanoi, C5 opened its
course here for the first quarter of the 1965-66 scholastic year.
Most other faculties are also evacuated.”

“Isn’t it an awful waste?”’ I asked one of the French-speaking
professors. ““Hanoi hasn’t been bombed. The Americans even say
they don’t intend to bomb Hanoi.”

“We can’t rely on what those bandits say,” he replied. “We
must prepare for the worst. The government attaches great im-
portance to protecting our students, the future technical cadres.”

How right was the professor, and Hanoi’s leaders who had
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encouraged this realistic attitude, was proven a couple of months
later when American planes bombed the fuel depots in Hanoi’s
outskirts and those at Haiphong on the fringe of the most
densely populated area of that city.

“Prepare for the worst,” however, was more than a slogan.
It was the expression of a concrete, organizational revolution
in the country’s life—and of a sober analysis of American inten-
tions.

“Let Johnson and his clique well understand,” said President
Ho Chi Minh in his appeal to world opinion on July 17, 1966,
“they can send 500,000 troops, a million or even more to in-
tensify the war of aggression in South Vietnam. They can use
thousands of planes to intensify their attacks against the North.
But they will never break the iron will of the heroic Vietnamese
people to fight against American aggression, for national salva-
tion. . . . There is nothing more precious than independence
and liberty.”

“Prepare for the worst” went on in every field of activity and
at every level as the 17 million people of the North rolled up
their sleeves, stripped themselves to the waist and prepared,
literally with bare hands in many cases, to take on the world’s
greatest military and industrial power, in what must be one of
the most cruelly unequal confrontations in world history. I had
glimpses of how this process was shaping up every day, almost
every hour of my visit.

Rolling along a road in the coastal areas, admiring a field
of six-inch-high maize, I suddenly saw the “field” scramble to
its feet, peasant men and women, their backs swathed in green
leaves, rifles and light machine guns in hand rushing to road-
side defensive positions. I had to look back at the field to make
sure that there really was a young maize crop there. “Maneuvers
of the local self-defense corps in case the Americans make land-
ings in the area,” my guide explained.

“But surely you don’t expect the Americans to land in the
North?”

“They’ll be mad if they do but our defenses are based on this
possibility. We have to prepare for the worst.”

In a beautiful centuries-old Buddhist pagoda, carved roof
dragons silhouetted against a golden sky as the sun dropped
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down, scores of lacquered Buddhas gazed benignly down on
patients from an evacuated Hanoi district hospital, laid out in
camp beds between the altars. A white-gowned nurse pedalled
with her hands an upturned bicycle, wires leading from the
ordinary cycle-lamp dynamo into a small cabin, isolated by mos-
quito netting. On the other end of the wires and inside the
cabin, under the feeble light of a six-volt lamp, a surgeon and
nurses bent over a patient, for a stomach operation.

“But there are electric power lines only a kilometer away,” I
protested. “In a matter of hours you could have light and power
laid in.”

“True,” said the Public Health Ministry official with me, “but
our surgeons and medical teams must prepare for the worst.
They must get used to operating under emergency conditions,
If the escalation continues, we cannot always count on having
electric light and power around.”

A famous old grotto with a hundred yards or so of rock above
it was inhabited by bats and a few stone statues when I last
visited it. Now there was the steady hum of machinery. Galleries
which led off in all directions from the mouth of the main
grotto had been widened and reinforced, generators installed
in some; lathes, jigs, borers, grinders and polishers and other
machines in others—an entire vital industrial unit in full pro-
duction.

The caves, mountains, forests and villages of North Vietnam
are the repository of secrets and sources of strength until re-
cently concentrated in Hanoi and other cities. It is on this sort
of material and psychological redeployment of forces that the
Hanoi leaders base their faith in victory, not on MIG's or mis-
siles or other gadgetry of modern war. They acknowledge that
the latter also have their place, but not a decisive one.

How does an underdeveloped country of 17 million, with an
overwhelmingly agricultural economy envisage waging—and win-
ning—a war against the richest, most highly industrialized, most
militarily powerful country in the world? Why the confident
smiles on the faces of Ho Chi Minh, Pham Van Dong, Vo
Nguyen Giap and the others? It was the answer to such ques-
tions, and to such smiles, that I sought during my visit to the
North.
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In talks with the country’s top political and military leaders,
with the heads of the various ministries directing the country’s
economic, social and cultural reorganization; in visits to the
new construction sites and evacuated industries; to the zones
where bombings had reached saturation point—traveling often
over bridges the Americans claimed destroyed, along roads they
claimed had been put out of action—the answers to the ques-
tions in my mind became clear. In “preparing for the worst”
the country was going through another gigantic revolution of
a type and scope never attempted by any country in history. I
found leaders and people at one in their determination to de-
fend the North and unify the country or die in the attempt. In
the pages that follow I have set out how they are going about
all this.

WILFRED G. BURCHETT
Phnom Penh, August 1966

C hapter 1

AT GROUND LEVEL

At a Hanoi concert, during the first part of my visit, I met for
a moment General Vo Nguyen Giap, North Vietnam'’s brilliant
Defense Minister and Commander in Chief. He knew I had just
returned from the coastal areas where the battle for roads and
bridges raged daily. “So you've seen what American air power
is worth?” he said, adding with a contemptuous laugh: “Noth-
ingl” Later, in a recorded interview he gave his views on this
subject in greater detail. From a military viewpoint, his sneer
was justified. Otherwise how explain that 18 months after the
best American planes and pilots were sent to destroy the few
hundred miles of road and railway that lead to the 17th parallel,
they were still attacking the same bridges, the same junctions
and crossroads, the same radar stations, even the same miniscule
targets such as the fishing town of Dong Hoi and the islet of
Cong Co, both just north of the 17th parallel?

Traffic rolled down Highway No. 1 almost normally. I found
myself moving at almost the same speed as during my last trip
toward the 17th parallel, two years previously. I found some of
the bridges I had seen in 1964 damaged, others untouched. But
1 also found more bridges than formerly, including some over
rivers where there had never been a bridge before in all of Viet-
nam’s historyl American bombing of the traditional ferries made
new bridges necessary, and more efficient. They were not the sort
of bridges the American pilots were looking for or would find
even if they were looking, or could destroy if they did find. The
Vietnamese call them floating bridges—a variant of pontoons,
except that instead of the roadway being supported by boats, it
rested upon huge bundles of unsinkable giant bamboo. Built in
easily transportable and joinable sections, they could be as-
sembled quickly at nightfall, towed away at daybreak, and reas-
sembled next evening at any one of a dozen or so crossing points
to which branch roads of the main highway now led.

“Our leaders laid down,” explained Doan Trong Truyen
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from the State Planning Commission, “that transport and com-
munications are the central and most urgent task in wartime.
Our slogan must be: ‘The enemy destroys, we repair. The enemy
destroys again, we repair again and ensure transport and com-
munications.” To achieve this,” continued Truyen, “means a bit-
ter fight between us and the enemy. We have a whole army of
workers concentrated on this. They not only repair damage; they
also build new strategic communications networks, new high-
ways and bridges. We've been able to keep transport moving,
both for civilian needs and the war. There was a certain slow-
ing down when the attacks started in February last year until
about July when we got organized. From July until now (May
1966) the volume of transport, even from Hanoi to the 17th
parallel, is greater than ever before.”

For anyone who knows North Vietnam, and I had been visit-
ing the country regularly from the start of the Dien Bien Phu
battle in 1954 until my previous visit in 1964, it was evident that
what Doan Trong Truyen said was correct. On the major and
secondary routes, more traffic was moving than ever before. Not
only that, but goods and equipment were arriving on time.

For years past everything connected with the country’s econ-
omy has been planned, and that includes transport. Today also
the transport convoys, from trains and trucks to junks and
bicycles, work to a strict timetable. Transport companies enter
into pledges to deliver specific volumes of goods at specific places
on specific dates. I am assured that the pledges are invariably
met even in the most intensively bombed areas. In entering into
such pledges, allowance is made for a certain average of time
lost due to bomb damage, and this is a fairly precise figure—
precise because the road-menders also give pledges and have
their plans too. They know how long it will take to repair the
maximum damage the bombs can cause on any given sector.
With such a system the planners at the center only have to start
feeding goods into the transport pipeline in volumes required
and on appropriate dates—adding their own margin of error—
to have them flowing out in the right quantities, at the right
times and places. These were the sort of calculations that Gen-
eral Vo Nguyen Giap had to make for Dien Bien Phu in 1954,
under more difficult circumstances when he had to calculate in
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terms of human backs, ox-carts, bicycles and a single, terrible
mountainous road with no organized economy behind him.
Nothing that US air power can do, or has been able to do in a
very considerable and costly effort so far, can alter this. Washing-
ton knows this, despite the optimistic communiques that con-
tinue to pour out of Saigon.

“In fact we ought to be ‘grateful’ to the Americans,” con-
tinued Doan Trong Truyen of the State Planning Commission.
“Their bombs forced us to jump ahead and do things in a few
months that would otherwise have taken years. Certainly we did
more in 1965 to improve transport and communications than we
had done in the previous three or four years. For instance, we
had discussed for a long time the question of improving the rail-
road from Pingshiang on the Chinese frontier. Major improve-
ments were planned for 1965, the last year of the five-year
plan. By the end of 1964 we had prepared a plan which pro-
vided for these improvements but in the end we shelved it be-
cause we felt we had not the manpower available. But when the
bombs started to fall, we pulled the plan out of the filing cabi-
nets and the whole job was completed in a little over four
months. The improvements are not just a wartime necessity but
very important for peacetime developments.

“On one single stretch of railway and highway along the
coast, over 2,000 tons of bombs have been dropped and quite
small bridges along this stretch have been attacked 20 and more
times each. But roads and railways still function normally. Dam-
age is often repaired before the smoke clears away. Our notions
of time to repair bridges has changed radically. Normally there
would have been lots of paper work. After the expert inspec-
tions, estimates of structural damage, various draft projects for
the repairs sent to numerous department heads to chevy over,
reports and recommendations from procurement, financial and
other experts would come up to ministerial level. Several minis-
tries would become involved. Paper work alone would take
months. Some of our specialists sent to look at a damaged
bridge with our old way of looking at things—in the first period
of the attacks—said: ‘Six months, maybe a year. But battle-
hardened workers on the spot said: ‘Nonsense. We"ll repair it in
a month.” The specialists were scandalized. But, 1n fact, traffic
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was moving again within a week. There have been many similar
cases. More recently the workers have rationalized, systematized
their experiences. With stocks of standardized structural parts
which they have designed themselves together with some of our
experts, they have repaired or even replaced damaged bridges
within one day.”

This is very demoralizing for American pilots when recon-
naissance photos taken after bridges have been claimed de-
stroyed, show them in place again! A vitally important fact in
this is that the repair gangs, often headed by fledgling graduates
of the engineering faculty of Hanoi University or Polytechnic
Institute, have full authority to go ahead with repairs without
any reference to departments or ministries.

In traveling around the country, I noticed many roads that I
had never seen before. At times I came across groups of young
people, often enough working by the light of blazing bamboo
torches or small roadside fires at night, hacking away at rocks
and trees, hauling earth in wicker baskets, pushing and pulling
at road-rollers, for miles on end. On this, Doan Trong Truyen
had the following to say:

“During the past year, new strategic highways have been built
between the various zones, and a whole network of new inter-
zonal, inter-provincial and inter-district highways and roads
have been built, giving us numerous alternate routes in every
direction. As with bridge construction and repair, this work has
been decentralized. Previously it all came under the Ministry of
Communications; now it comes under zonal, provincial and
district authorities.”

Our road lay through fields of flourishing sweet potatoes, the
lush, deep green foliage giving promise of a bumper crop. Water
pounded along at a furious rate in a yard-wide irrigation chan-
nel, parallel to the road, filtering through at regular intervals to
the rows of potatoes. We were approaching the Ban Thach dam.

Suddenly a thought struck me. Shouldn’t these be rice fields
and not sweet potatoes? There was no lack of water, which
sweet potatoes hardly need. And Vietnamese peasants regard
the latter as a second-rate crop compared to rice. I asked the
district committee chief who was acting as guide.
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“Quite correct,” he said. “This would normally be rice land.
But for months past the Americans have been bombing the Ban
Thach dam. It irrigates around 50,000 hectares of rice fields. So
far we've been able to save it. They badly damaged the sluice
gates once. On another occasion they breached the dike walls,
but the peasants rushed out and plugged the breaches. We'll
fight to the utmost to save the dam. But if the worst comes to
the worst. . ..

“Ever since the first attacks the local co-op members have
worked might and main to build subsidiary dams and irrigation
systems to trap as much of the water as possible and save it for
the rice fields. They have levelled off the fields and raised the
terrace banks to trap the water wherever possible. But this bit
of land we're passing through now, is too high. If the dam is
seriously breached we couldn’t get any water here, so we decided
to plant it to sweet potatoes—we’ll get a food crop off it even
if the worst happens.”

At the sluice gates and small hydro-electric station, workers
were working away at wrecking machines, salvaging undamaged
parts, trying to put together one whole machine from two
wrecked ones. There were bomb craters all around the sluice
gates and the retaining walls, where the water backed up before
hurtling down to the turbines. There was nothing remotely re-
sembling a military target within scores of miles. Electricity
from the small station powered local irrigation pumps, the dam
and power station being exclusively for food production.

At a sister dam at Bai Thuong, two jet fighter-bombers roared
over while our little group was actually on the dam embank-
ment. Heavy antiaircraft guns opened up, and little black clouds
started immediately scampering after their tails. The roar of
the jets and the guns and the crashing explosion of a few bombs
they dropped, were merged into almost a single sound: It.was all
over in a second or two, the planes not diving or circling but
hurtling straight ahead in a single, futile bombing_ run. The
bombs crashed into some rice fields and a bamboo thicket, send-
ing up spouts of soil and smoke and carving out huge craters
which peasants, who had flattened themselves in the fields as the
planes passed, started filling in immediately. A lone sentry on
the dam embankment laid aside his rifle as the planes passed,
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and went back to an enormously long fishing line which
stretched down into the seething waters, far below. A hamlet of
brick houses, under the trees of which we parked our jeeps, had
been bombed to rubble in previous attacks.

On our way back to Thanh Hoa provincial capital, we
stopped to examine what was left of the Thanh Hoa tubercu-
losis hospital No. 71. It had been attacked by 40 jet bombers
on July 8, 1965. Forty patients and five doctors were killed and
about 50 buildings wiped out. On August 21, 50 more bombers
came and completed the work, reducing all remaining buildings
to rubble or roofless, windowless ruins. An old man was hurling
a fishing net into a water-filled crater in front of what had been
a research laboratory; a small boy was herding some ducks into
another of the bigger craters. A jagged hole in one of the walls
of the X-ray lab marked the passage of a rocket.

The district of Tinh Gia, in Thanh Hoa province, is one of
the most heavily bombed regions of North Vietnam as it harbors
a crossroads of north-south and east-west communications. At
the time of my visit, late in February 1966, it was estimated that
one bomb had fallen for every seven inhabitants or one for every
300 square yards approximately. But Tinh Gia had also led the
country in food production, the whole district averaging five
tons per hectare, individual cooperatives getting up to 7.5 tons.
And a Tinh Gia primary school had won national distinction
as a “model” school, which means that every pupil in every
class had received maximum marks in every subject. In other
words, Tinh Gia was the living illustration of the saying, “the
more they bomb the more we produce, the better we study.”

At the Catholic fishing village of Ba Lan, also part of Tinh
Gia district, I found the women very proud of the fact that
they had largely replaced the men in the little fleet of fishing
sampans; and it was mainly women who were hauling in the
fishing nets on the beach, back-breaking work though it is. De-
spite the occasional attacks and the fact the boats had to fish in
the less fertile waters nearer the shore, the 1965 catch was only
down by two per cent compared to 1964, while the quantity
sold to the state was slightly increased. In the rice fields it was
the women who were following on behind the buffalo-drawn
ploughs, something without precedent for Vietnam; almost
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every other one had a rifle or light automatic slung across her
back.

In passing, one notes that the young women in the villages
have grown more beautiful in recent years. Mainly because they
have given up the habit of lacquering their teeth black and
their smiles now reveal rows of beautifully white even teeth.
But also because even the very slight rise in living standards
that 12 years of peace have given them, more plentiful food and
better hygiene, have rounded them out slightly and added some
color to their cheeks. Full black eyes, pleated black hair often
hanging to the waist, delicate skins, symmetrical faces, they man-
age to remain exquisitely feminine while doing the roughest
sort of work—or even when engaged in bayonet drill.

I was taken to the hamlet of Thang Loi, in the Thanh Hoa
district of Tho Xuan. Here 860 households, 1,600 inhabitants in
all, until recently had farmed 85 hectares, far less land per head
than the national average. The previous year 84 families, com-
prising 420 inhabitants, had moved away to the virgin lands of
the northwest. Average crops until 1961 had been around two
tons to the hectare for one crop yer year. Then came irrigation
from the Ban Thach dam. Immediately there were two crops a
year. The co-op management started the intensive use of green
fertilizer, mainly provided by a nitrogen-producing sort of green
slime now cultivated in many village ponds in North Vietnam.
The first five-ton per hectare crop was produced in 1962 and by
1965, the output had been pushed up to 6.9 tons for the whf)le
cooperative. Up till 1961, the hamlet received a yearly subsidy
of ten tons of rice from the state. In 1965, Thang Loi sold 39.5
tons of rice to the state instead, after providing a ration of 27
kilograms per head per month for the cooperative members.
“Eat our Fill and Beat the US Aggressors,” is their slogan, the
farm chairman assured me. Thang Loi was the first farm in
Thanh Hoa province to attain the goal of five tons per hect?re
and two pigs per family, and in addition to rice had supplied
22 tons of pigs to the state in 1965.

It is a charming village, streets lined with coconut palms,
every house with a garden of fruit trees, oranges, papaya, ba-
nana palms, trellises covered with vines of cua-m.lbers and
squash, bright splashes of color everywhere from hibiscus, bou-
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gainvillea and other tropical flowers. The co-op chairman
started rattling off the changes that had taken place in their
lives. Every house has its own cement-lined well and double
brick-toilet system, every family has two mosquito nets and two
blankets, all adults have pullovers—only landlords and rich
peasants had pullovers before, he reminded me—everyone has
proper spring beds (no longer the old bamboo ones), all the chil-
dren are in school, and so on. When he mentioned the brick
toilets and the general cleanliness, I was suddenly struck by
something.

Thang Loi and other vanguard hamlets I had visited have
lost their smells. In visiting Vietnamese villages it was often
difficult for westerners to hide their discomfort at the evil, all-
pervading odors that came from open toilets, cesspools and the
rest. The bad smells have gone, or are fast going forever, like
the black lacquered teeth. And this is another of the revolutions
in the Vietnamese countryside. Dr. Pham Ngoc Thach, the ver-
satile and energetic Minister of Public Health, known abroad
for his original work on tuberculosis and at home for the fact
that he is almost always in his laboratories or hospitals or check-
ing up on public health measures in the countryside, drove this
point home when he escorted me to one of his model villages
not far from Hanoi.

At Quang An village Dr. Thach pointed with pride to the fact
that every home had its double-system WC and its cement-lined
wells, and that every inhabitant had complete vaccination or in-
oculation against communicable diseases:

“WC'’s, wells, vaccination,” he said, “these are the three best
means of fighting against chemical and bacteriological warfare.”

“Do you think it will come to that?” I asked.

“They are using chemical warfare on a large scale in the
South,” replied Dr. Thach, “including the poisoning of water
supplies. We must prepare for the worst.” The system of du-
plicate, deep, brick-lined toilets, each with a close-fitting cover,
permitted rotation of use and retaining the excreta in each in
turn for three months before spreading it as the traditional fer-
tilizer in the fields. By this time harmful bacteria are killed, and
smells are abolished from the beginning. As for the individual
wells, Dr. Thach estimated they would make it much more dif-
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ficult for the Americans to wreak havoc by air-dropping poison-
ous chemicals into streams and other communa] water supplies,
as has happened in South Vietnam. Water reaching into the
wells was sufficiently filtered through the surrounding earth to
eliminate poisons. “We ought to ‘thank’ the Americans for forc-
ing us to tackle this problem,” said Dr. Thach. “They have
stimulated the peasants to complete in a few months what
would have taken us many years of stubborn propaganda cam-
paigns otherwise.”

Another source of great pride in the sweet-smelling hamlet of
Thang Loi was the way in which school dispersal had been
handled. This was an obvious necessity. All school buildings in
Thanh Hoa province and the other coastal province I visited,
together with all hospitals and sanatoria, had either been
bombed to smithereens or had been evacuated in expectation
of bombing. Any large building of brick or stone in the coun-
tryside was an automatic target for American pilots, doubtless
reported back after the bombings as “barracks, military ware-
houses,” and so forth. In Thanh Hoa, provincial authorities had
asked householders to “move closer together” and free some
of their houses as school classrooms, or concentrate the family
in the kitchen for living quarters and leave the rest for class-
rooms. Especially those families whose homes were best pro-
tected from snooping planes by trees were asked to give tem-
porary shelter until new classrooms, which would look as much
as possible like peasant huts, could be built. The population of
Thang Loi had certainly been obliging. And in some cases it
meant walls of homes being cut away to provide more light, not
to mention having the garden dug up to provide communica-
tion trenches for the kiddies to rush to the comparative safety of
deep, logreinforced underground shelters. Communication
trenches started right alongside the desks. In general, classrooms
at Thang Loi were indistinguishable from the peasants’ houses
and it was only when one heard the chanting of lessons that one
knew where to look for fragments of an evacuated school.

Apart from the children receiving general education, 60 adul.t
cooperative members were attending specialized courses in agri-
cultural technique.

Three children of co-op members had graduated from univer-
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sity, one as an electrical engineer, the two others as agronomists
and all three were now back in the village.

The sharp-faced, energetic chairman, rattling off all the bless-
ings of co-operative life, kept the best till the last: “Since Oc-
tober 1965, we have combined with the two other hamlets that
make up the village of Xuan Thanh to form a single big co-
operative. It combines 812 households, with 3.700 inhabitants
and 230 hectares of land. We have 800 draught animals. And we
plan to produce the equivalent of 11.5 tons of rice per hectare
during 1966, as our contribution to the war against the Ameri-
can aggressors.”

“What does equivalent to rice mean?”

“We calculate three tons of sweet potatoes as one ton of rice
and we aim to produce 22 tons of potatoes and four tons of rice
per hectare. Crop prospects for the fifth month show that it is
really possible.”

“How are you going to bring about such an increase?”

He ticked off on four fingers: “Water, manure, industrious-
ness, selected seed. Irrigation work has to be carried out ac-
cording to a very strict agricultural calendar; seedlings have to
be planted out precisely on time regardless of enemy air ac-
tivities. We will spread ten tons of manure per hectare, mainly
specially treated human excrement but also green stuff from the
ponds. Industriousness means careful work in eliminating every
weed, especially in the paddy fields, and great attention to the
seedlings before planting them out. As for seed selection, we
have an expert selection board in the cooperative itself, super-
vised by our own specialists who follow courses at a provincial
school for seed specialists.”

As for labor problems: “Every man between 18 and 40 is en-
rolled in the ‘three-readies’ movement (see page 12). Our women
are enrolled in the ‘three-responsibilities’ movement [to replace
men at work, encourage husbands and sons to enlist in the
armed forces, look after the family]. Ninety per cent of our
young men joined in volunteer brigades for work projects or en-
listed in the army and it is our women folk who now represent
70 per cent of our labor force. Women do men’s jobs and the
older men have learned to do what was always a woman'’s job,
planting out the rice seedlings. It is vitally important if you

¢
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want heavy crops that the seedlings be planted out strictly on
time. So everyone lends a hand even if it is dangerous or work
must continue day and night.”

We tramped over the fields, admiring the sheer beauty of
verdant fertility, wherever one looked the endless fields of rice
—thick plants in geometric rows between which girls, ankle-deep
in mud, were wheeling new mechanical weeders. The rows lead
like rays of green light east toward the sea, from which death
came so swiftly in the carrier-borne planes of the Seventh Fleet,
prowling not so many miles off the coast. On the higher land
leading toward the powder-blue mountains of Laos, it was rows
of sweet potatoes. Water gurgled away in every direction along
the irrigation channels. The special fragrance of growth anq fer-
tility, of a soil bursting with vitality, thrusting forth its riches
in reward for faithful services rendered. The fields of potatoes
stopped a few yards from a railway line. Off to the north,. a
solitary railway station had been blasted to bits, and two brick
houses nearby, probably for the station staff, had also been re-
duced to rubble. The screaming roar of jets coming from the
cloud-tipped Laotian mountains this time brought the self-de-
fense girls running to individual, concrete cylinders embedd(?d
in the ground, from where they started aiming at the planes in
case they came low. As it happened, they flashed across the sky,
a pair of them, well out of range; “reconnaissa‘mce," the farm
manager said. As we left, our jeep laden down with bananas, pa-
payas, coconuts and lengths of sugarcane, and two €normous
carp from the fish-breeding pond, the farm manager s.ald: You
see, there’s a real revolution going on in the countryside. If the
Americans hadn’t started bombing us it would never have gone
so fast”” One was reminded of the title of an article by Fhe
British journalist James Cameron after a visit to North Vlet:
nam: “Every bomb on North Vietnam is a bonus for'I-.Io Chi
Minh.” Almost every Vietnamese one met testified by living ex-
ample that this was so. )

One of the aspects of the revolution in the countryside that
I was to learn of later, was demonstrated in Dr. ‘Pham Ngoc
Thach’s pilot village of Quang An, near Hanoi. When we
arrived at the maternity clinic there, an efficient-looking 'm_ld-
wife, with a mouthful of black, lacquered teeth, was giving
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some very realistic advice to a couple of young women regard-
ing the classic western gadgetry of birth control—family plan-
ning is the term used in Vietnam. None of the three seemed
embarrassed in the slightest at our arrival during the explana-
tion. The midwife, Dr. Thach explained, was a traditional
practitioner, one of hundreds mobilized into the public health
service after an eight-months’ course in modern hygiene. She
was proud to show us her gaily colored chart of vital statistics.
In 1962 when family planning was first talked about, she de-
livered 136 babies to Quang An mothers; 82 the following year,
73 for 1964, 58 for 1965 and she estimated 48 for 1966. Even
after a 50-per cent drop in infant mortality, the increase of
births over deaths had dropped from 3.46 per cent in 1962 to
1.67 per cent in 1965. This latter figure would be regarded as
a satisfactory national level.

The high incidence of births in Vietnam has been a source of
official anxiety for years past. In one Catholic hamlet I visited
in Hung Yen province in 1963, the average number of children
for each of almost 200 families was eleven! But family planning
is very much in vogue in the villages today. After the revelation
in Quang An, progress in this sphere was added to the list of
standard questions I asked in every village and hamlet visited.
Later I was to see the results of some very interesting research
that the indefatigable Dr. Thach has been pursuing in this field.

One of the most senseless examples of bombing I was to
come across in Thanh Hoa province was on the road to Sam
Son, a seaside resort where lots of rest homes for workers have
been built up in recent years. A few miles before Sam Son itself,
there was a fine Old Peoples Home, half a dozen or so red-tiled,
brick buildings. It had also been bombed to rubble in a series
of raids in July 1965, and doubtless the destruction of another
“naval barracks” was registered in the Pentagon records. If it is
true, as reported in the American press at the time, that Presi-
dent Johnson personally approved every target to be attacked
in North Vietnam to insure that no civilian losses would be
incurred, one can only assume that either the President had
particularly bloodthirsty moods or American intelligence is piti-
fully inadequate. Between June 12 and August 22, 1965, eight
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major hospitals and sanatoria were attacked, many of them re-
peatedly, until in each case, every building was destroyed.

The attacks on the Quynh Lap leper sanatorium and research
center were particularly scandalous. It is difficult to find an
excuse for this, even if one accepts that the US is justified in
any attacks at all against the DRV with which it is not in a
state of war. Dozens of ordinary publicity magazines and scien-
tific journals in the DRV had published photographs of the
big leprosorium set out among filao trees on the coast, in Nghe
An province. At the time of the first attack on June 12, there
were over 2,000 lepers dispersed in some 160 buildings of the
sanatorium; 139 of them were killed and 80 seriously wounded.
Every day for the following ten days, the attacks were repeated,
sometimes several times a day, until virtually nothing was left.
Losses were particularly heavy because many of the lepers were
cut down by machine-gun bullets as they tried to hobble and
crawl to safety on stumps of arms and legs.

As the attack continued day after day, Vietnamese cameramen
were able to get to the spot and shoot a horrifying documentary
film which shows white-clad attendants with lepers slung across
their shoulders, others on stretchers with bombs exploding all
around them: bodies blasted off the stretchers, attendants blown
off their feet, but recovering their charges and staggering on
through the bomb blasts to shelters among the rocks.

If the rubble of the Quynh Lap leper sanatorium and the
Thanh Hoa TB hospital are symbols of a ruthless and senseless,
to say the least, use of air power, the Ham Rong bridge across
the Ma river, at Thanh Hoa, is the symbol of the efficient de-
fiance of the Vietnamese people.

At the time I last crossed it, at the beginning of March 1966,
it had withstood many hundreds of attacks; some 3,000-odd
bombs had been hurled against it and hundreds of rockets and
bull-pup missiles. It is a vital bridge, carrying road and rail
traffic on the main north-south communications route. Its de-
fenders claim they had downed 69 planes before the Americans
apparently decided to give up. At the time I left North Vietnam,
the bridge was still intact, with numerous battle scars on its
girders and structural elements, but trains and truck convoys
still moved safely across it. I interviewed Commander Denton,
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of the US Navy, shot down on his very first mission over North
Vietnam while attacking the Ham Rong bridge. He fell smack
into the Ma river. In the interview (published in a later chapter)
he refused to say what he was attacking or where he fell. But
by chance I had earlier met one of his captors, Nguyen Thi
Hang, the beautiful young woman commander of a local self-
defense unit which had taken part in 30-odd battles defending
the Ham Rong bridge. “He threw away his knife and pistol
while he was still parachuting down,” said Nguyen Thi Hang
(Miss Moonlight), “and he went into the river with his hands
up. We fished him out and tied him up.”

At first when the word “battle” was employed to describe an
air attack, I objected: “You mean air attack,” I said. *No,”
came the reply, “we consider such actions as battles between our
forces and theirs.” And when 1 had the first detailed descrip-
tions of what went on and saw for myself the dispositions taken
and later saw a few actions, then it was clear that “battle” is the
precisely correct term. Every air attack is met with immediate
and fierce resistance: Pilots are correct when they complain they
have to fly down through several levels of fire to get at their
targets. Which explains why they have never smashed the Ham
Rong bridge and dozens of other less important ones against
which they have made scores of attacks.

Any important target is protected by heavy and medium anti-
aircraft guns. But if pilots come down low enough for precision
attacks, they run into a deadly curtain of small-arms fire from
hundreds, sometimes thousands of rifles and light machine guns
in the hands of workers, peasants and students, from the million
or so Vietnamese organized in self-defense units. The dearest
desire of every one of these is to get an American aircraft in
the sights of his weapon. The enemy has been anonymous for
too long. Death has come from afar. There is a feeling of exulta-
tion when the chance comes to fight back. It has become a
nationwide duty to study plane silhouettes, to memorize char-
acteristics of speed and altitude; to recognize planes by their
sounds; to know how many lengths ahead of a certain type one
must aim if it is in level flight and at which point of the nose
to fire if it is dive-bombing.

Can small-arms fire be effective against America’s supersonic
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fighter-bomber? One has only to visit the central plane “ceme-
tery” where a certain number of the downed planes have been
collected, and examine the wreckage to know that the answer is
yes. Many of the wrecks are riddled with holes of various caliber,
including ordinary rifle bullets. The curtain of small-arms fire
has two major advantages. First, it throws diving planes off their
course. At least that seems the only logical explanation for the
fact that 70 per cent of the bombs aimed at the Ham Rong
bridge fell on the nearby hamlet of Van Phuc, which is now a
mass of cratered ruins, while the bridge still stands. The attack-
ing pilots, including one of America’s greatest aces and bridge
destruction experts, downed over the bridge, never held to their
dives. They were already pulling out of their dives to avoid the
deadly curtain of inter-woven small-arms fire, when they re-
leased their bombs. Of those that held to their course, 69 ac-
cording to the defenders’ figures went on down with their planes
or limped out of their dives to fall elsewhere. Only a fraction
of the pilots could even use their parachutes. The other ad-
vantage of the massed small-arms fire is against planes that
skim in from the sea low over the fields for a sneak attack,
hoping to avoid radar detection and classic anti-aircraft fire.
The fact that tens of thousands of peasants and workers are
permanently at defense positions, makes this very difficult. The
sheer volume of fire, coming from hands that do not tremble
and eyes unafraid to look planes straight in the face, force the
sneak-attackers to zoom up to heights where they have to reckon
with medium and heavy anti-aircraft guns. The element of
surprise is lost.

In their attacks, the Americans are caught between various
contradictions. To bomb with precision requires slow, propeller-
driven planes, which can turn in relatively tight circles and go
on down to place their bombs—if not with the same precision
as the guerrillas can plant their plastics, at least fairly precisely
on their targets. But such planes are dream targets for the anti-
aircraft gunners and even North Vietnam’s embryo air force. To
avoid the heavy losses they took in the first months of the air-
ground battles, and even to avoid the handful of MIG-17’s
which the North Vietnamese send up from time to time, the
Americans are forced to send their fastest fighter-bombers. Flying
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high and fast over their targets, usually in a single run, these
are incapable of precision bombing. They try and compensate
for this by dropping huge quantities of bombs indiscriminately
with the hope that the law of averages will come to their aid
and some will hit the target. The same is true of the B-52
bombers so far used against North Vietnam.

The first much publicized raid, “the biggest of the war,” was
against the Mu Gia pass where Route No. 12 leads into Laos.
The pass and road were said to have been smothered with
bombs, artificial landslides provoked, the road put out of action.
Vietnamese on the spot told me that in fact 109 bombs were
dropped of which four fell on the road, the rest exploding in
the jungle. The road was cleared within a few hours, a fact the
Americans seem to have recognized only two weeks later when
they discovered the road was still functioning and bombed it
again, with the same negligible results.

But what the pilots miss with their bombs is certainly made
up for by the paper work of those who draft communiques. I
was astonished to read an item in The New York Times of
May 9, 1966, quoting the American military spokesman in
Saigon as saying that all railroads and highways leading into
Hanoi had been cut and the capital was isolated: “Most of the
arteries were sliced in a series of air raids in mid-April, the
spokesman said, but what the military considered the final
import link, the highway and railroads running northeast to
Nanning, China was blocked yesterday (Sunday, May 8).”

May 7 was, in fact, the day I left Hanoi, and I have no way
of knowing whether a “highway and railroad” running north-
east to China was “blocked.” I have good reason to believe that
if it were “blocked” on Sunday it would have been “deblocked”
by Monday. But as for the rest, between mid-April and the
early days of May, I was traveling almost daily in all directions
from ‘Hanoi and all roads and railroads were functioning nor-
mally. There were a dozen or so other correspondents also
traveling around and I never heard of a single case of any
“arteries” being “sliced.”

If American taxpayers could see the military results of the
fabulous expenditure of their money by American air power in
North Vietnam they would be shocked to the core, at least to
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their pocketbooks, even if they were not affected by the moral
aspects of it all. For expert American justification of General
Giap’s contemptuous “Nothing!” there was an article in the
April 5, 1966, number of Look magazine by General Matthew
B. Ridgeway who commanded the United Nations forces in Korea
and presumably knows his subject.

“Korea,” he writes, “also taught that it is impossible to inter-
dict the supply routes of an Asian army by air power alone. We
had complete air mastery over North Korea, and we clobber.ed
Chinese supply columns unmercifully. Unquestionably, we in-
flicted serious damage upon the Chinese and greatly comp!l-
cated their problems of reinforcement and supply. But we did
not halt their offensive nor materially diminish its strength.
The Chinese, like the Vietnamese, traveled light, with each map
carrying his ammunition, his food and his weapon on his
back. . . . In Korea, I saw whole sections of railroad bombed
into scrap iron by aircraft and yet the enemy rebuilt the 'tracks
in a single night and the trains ran the next day. . . . It is easy
for the civilian mind to be seduced with talk of ‘easy’ conquest
through air power. But the crucial battles are still won by foot
soldiers. ...”

As I was on the receiving end of US air power in Korea for
two years, traveling up and down the main supply route wlpch
led from Sinanju, on Korea’s Yalu river frontier with 'Chma,
down towards Kaesong-Parmunjom, at least 20 times while cov-
ering the Parmunjom cease-fire talks, I know that wyhat .General
Ridgway now discloses is correct. Moreover, the daily Air Force
communiques on destruction of truck convoys were a source of
hilarious amusement to the Koreans and Chinese. Time and
again when the Air Force claimed to have destroyed 300 or .400
trucks, not a single vehicle was hit. During my 2(?-odd night
rides over that route, I saw only a single truck hit and that
was on my first trip. Traffic moved at night and although the
night bombers were always around, bombing .and strafing at
something or other, they were useless. And having been on the
receiving end of American air power in both South and %\I.orth
Vietnam, I can add my snort of “Nothing,” as far as r_mhtary
results are concerned in Vietnam, to that of General Giap and
it seems of General Ridgway also.
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Implicit admission of the failure of American air power to
disrupt communications was made by Defense Secretary McNa-
mara in giving the reasons for the strikes against the fuel depots
in the Hanoi-Haiphong areas at the end of June 1966. “Enemy
truck movements to South Vietnam doubled during the first five
months of 1966 compared with the same period in 1965,” he said.
“Further, the daily tonnage of supplies moved overland has
increased 150 per cent, and personnel infiltration 120 per cent
during 1966, compared with 1965 averages. This has led to a
greater reliance on petroleum.” This greatly increased north-
south movement of supplies took place despite the 15 months of
day and night bombing of bridges and communications routes.
It seems predictable that the bombing of fuel depots will take
its routine place in the daily communiques, along with the
bridges destroyed, the roads and railway lines cut. It may well
be that within a year of the strikes against the Hanoi-Haiphong
fuel depots, there will be an attempt to justify another mad
escalation effort by claiming that the movement of supplies has
doubled again as compared to 1966.

The absurdity of American claims was perhaps never better
illustrated than by President Johnson’s solemn announcement
that in that single, first raid on June 29, 1966, 57 per cent of
North Vietnam’s fuel reserves had been destroyed. By what fan-
tasies of American intelligence such a precise figure was arrived
at—when the pilots themselves stated that smoke prevented
assessment of results—only President Johnson could know. In
fact, the major part of North Vietnam’s fuel reserves, for many
months previous to the strikes, had been distributed throughout
the country, deep underground and well out of reach of Ameri-
can bombs or rockets. Attacks against the Hanoi-Haiphong
depots had been anticipated ever since the first bombings of the
North took place in February 1965.

If President Johnson and his Pentagon experts believe that
leaders as experienced as the North Vietnamese would leave 57
per cent of their fuel supplies in the exposed Hanoi-Haiphong
depots, they are making the same woeful miscalculations that
have marked every stage of their escalation policy.

Only seven weeks earlier, Pentagon and Saigon spokesmen
were claiming that all road and rail links with Hanoi had been
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severed. But in his press conference to justify the raids against
Hanoi-Haiphong, McNamara had discovered that “the enemy’s
military effort is further attested to by his action to improve
infiltration-network routes. Some of these routes are new, some
have been up-graded for all-weather truck use. By-passes have
been built and bamboo-trellised canopies have been rigged over
some jungle roads to inhibit aerial observation.” And as for
previous predictions that the air strikes in the North would
force the “Vietcong” in the South to break up into smaller units
and go back to guerrilla warfare, McNamara said that “as a
result of the greatly increased movement of men and supplies
by trucks and powered junks [the latter despite the presence of
the mighty Seventh Fleet in Vietnamese waters] there has been
a shift from a small-arms guerrilla action to a quasi-conventional
military operation involving major supplies, weapons and heav-
ier equipment.”

It was not only on the military front that the American
bombings proved ineffective. On the civilian front life and work
continued normal. Despite the greatly stepped-up raids during
May 1966, the spring harvest was reaped, transported and stored,
deliveries to the state completed strictly according to the planned
timetable.

General Ridgway, incidentally, in the article previously cited
also touched on the moral problem, questioning “The increas-
ingly significant ignoring by our planners of the consequences
of omitting the moral factor in considering the use of the im-
mense destructive capability which now exists in the world. . . ."”
And, he adds, “It is my firm belief that there is nothing in the
present situation or in our code that requires us to bomb a
small Asian nation ‘back into the Stone Age’. . . . There must
be some moral limit to the means we use to achieve victory.”

The Vietnamese would certainly question that American air
power could ever “achieve victory,” but General Ridgway de-
serves credit for having touched on the moral aspects of a Situ_a~
tion in which the mightiest industrial and military power in
the world uses its destructive power against a small, poor and
technically backward country like Vietnam.



Chapter 2

AT AIR LEVEL

What do the American pilots think about this? I had fairly
long talks with some of them, after they were shot down, and in
three cases I recorded verbatim the text of our conversations.
Shorn of their wings, down on the ground and prisoners with
a very uncertain future, they are obviously not in a very happy
frame of mind. But neither are they, it seems, very happy at
their bases or aircraft carriers. Frangois Sully, for instance, writ-
ing from the aircraft carrier Kitty Hawk in Newsweek, February
14, 1966, relates that:

“Despite this justifiable pride in a dangerous assignment,
many of the Navy pilots were visibly reluctant to be interviewed
by visiting newsmen. When pressed for an explanation, they
confided that they feared such publicity might lead to harass-
ment against their families by anti-war organizations in the
U.S. Admitted one presssshy Navy commander: ‘Our biggest
morale problem aboard this ship is crank mail, mud letters and
threatening phone calls to fliers’ wives, parents or relatives at
home.’

“And significantly, every time a correspondent tried to ap-
proach a pilot, the chief information officer of the Kitty Hawk
quickly interjected: ‘Wouldn’t you rather not have your name
published or picture taken? As a result a visitor was left with
the odd impression that these tough, professional Navy men
were more terrified by the thought of retribution from Stateside
Vietniks than from the guns of the Communist enemy.”

As a war correspondent covering the Pacific in World War 11,
I spent a lot of time aboard American aircraft carriers and, as
a non-combatant observer, I flew on several combat missions.
There were no problems of morale those days. On the contrary.
I saw pilots take off in the Battle of the Philippine Sea on
missions against the Japanese fleet, at extreme range, knowing
there was at least an even chance that they would not make it
back to the carriers. And on one occasion I saw them come
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back, at dusk, fuel tanks exhausted, in such a heavy fog that
turning the carriers into the wind to receive the planes was a
cumbersome, hazardous business and the landing of the planes
even more so. We watched the red and green wing-tip lights of
a dozen or more planes circle and circle around the mother
ships as the latter fought to get into the wind, saw them come
lower and lower until they disappeared into the sea. From the
pilots who were picked up, never a complaint; nor from those
who took off next morning on similar missions. Their reward
was the destruction of the major part of the Japanese Navy.

Pilots those days were only too happy to talk to journalists;
only too happy to have their names and photos and exploits
published, especially in the home-town press. Why the difference
today? It is obvious that those who think at all are ashamed of
the role they and their country are playing.

Fernand Gigon, the Swiss journalist, in his book Les Améri-
cains Face Au Vietcong (Flammarion, Paris, 1965; pages 151-52)
relates one hushed-up aspect of the rebellious frame of mind of
at least some of the pilots and the fears of their superiors that
this might become contagious. He speaks of the scruples of
some of the officers at the destruction of villages, rice crops,
and human beings burned to cinders: “ ‘This is no longer war,’
say those officers with scruples, ‘it's genocide.’ Extreme moral
confusion and religious convictions lead them to the verge of
revolt. They demand that their superior officers release them
from their engagement. Headquarters, taken by surprise by
these objectors, reminds them of their contracts and their duties
as volunteers. It acknowledges, however, not the moral reasons
that prompt them (the pilots) to renounce their pledges, but
the technical factors that could turn them into poor marksmen,
inefficient pilots and, finally, bad Americans. From the strictly
military viewpoint these cases border on treason.

“Headquarters makes these conscientious objectors sign a
new declaration, according to the terms of which the pilots
pledge that on their return to the USA they will neither di-
vulge the reasons for their quitting, nor any scenes of which
they have been witness, nor any information that even remotely
concerns the war. Then without any fuss the officer is imme-
diately stripped of his rank and his military privileges are taken
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away. He returns to his country more alone than if he were in |
the middle of the desert. Some turn up in psychiatric clinics. §

“Many others, who do not have the courage to break their
contracts, count the days to their release. For them D-Day is §
the day of their liberation, that is to say 365 days after they

signed up. Unless, of course, the Senate decides otherwise.”

The first of the pilots with whom I had a formal interview was
Lt.-Commander Arthur Vohden, of the US Navy, an operations A
officer from the aircraft carrier Hancock who was flying an |
A4D-1 bomber when he was shot down. Thirty-six years of age,
tall, slim and blond, his leg was in a plaster cast from a serious §
injury, requiring bone grafts, when he crashed down on a pile §
of rocks. He was dressed in khaki trousers and a blue pullover,
escorted by an armed Vietnamese NCO to the room where the
interview was to take place. After introductions and my asking
him if he had any objections to being interviewed, he told me
he was shot down on April 3, 1965, while on a bombing mis- |
sion, probably by small-arms fire. His target was the Do Len §
bridge in Thanh Hoa province (a bridge that was still intact §
in May 1966, more than a year later). This was his fourth |
bombing mission. He was captured within five minutes after |

landing on a pile of rocks.

“I noticed my leg hanging down,” he said. “It was on a hill, ]
a hill probably 200 feet high. Two Vietnamese men came at §
me. They had large knives. They pointed them at my neck. j
Of course, they immediately saw my foot. They realized there §

was nothing I could do.”
“Why do you think they pointed at your neck?” I asked.
“I think it was to indicate that I was their captive.”

“Many more Vietnamese people came,” Vohden continued. |
“They carried me down to the bottom of the hill. They used §
sticks. They put sticks under my back and under my legs and
under here (indicating his buttocks). There must have been §

about ten of them. They carried me down to the bottom of
the hill. -

“After that I lay at the bottom of the hill, I guess for about
an hour. Then more people gathered around. They looked at }

me. Some of them appeared to be very angry. Several spat at

me. An elderly man appeared. I thought he had a gun, he %
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pointed it at me. I could see how the crowd was excited. Then
a younger man came up. I could hear them talking, arguing.
Apparently he stopped whatever might have happened.

“After that I was carried about 300 yards to a small hut.
There some Vietnamese put a splint on my leg. I was there for
about one and a half hours. Then I was taken on a stretcher,
I guess about 200 to 300 yards. People were lined up alongside
the road. I was put in a truck, then taken I don’t know where.
It was getting dark. I was tied down to the stretcher and the
stretcher was wired to the truck. We drove I guess another 15
or 20 minutes. I was taken out of the truck and carried on the
stretcher with torches on either side. I was carried up a hill
again, lined with what appeared to be hundreds of people. They
appeared to be quite angry again. Then I was put on a truck
again and taken to what looked like a barracks. After I was
there for a short time, a Vietnamese man came in. He told me
he was a medical doctor. I could understand that and the word
‘Operation’. Shortly after that he put me on a table. Then they
gave me ether...."”

“Have you had medical treatment since?”

“Yes, sir. 1 had another operation on May 11 and that’s when
they cut a piece of bone out.”

“What about food?” ]

“The food is adequate to sustain life. We have a small po‘rtxon
of meat and spinach and cabbage, small portions of this. A
small loaf of bread with every meal and water.” _

“Have you been able to communicate with your family at
all»”

“Yes, sir. I have written to my wife once.”

“Have you had a reply?”

“Yes, sir. I received two letters from my wife.”

“Well, what do you feel now about the war in general? There
is, of course, something that troubles most correspondents who
come to visit this place. There is an enormous amount of de-
struction of hospitals, schools, sanatoria and so forth. I .served
on several US aircraft carriers as a war correspondent in .the
war against Japan. I remember the targets were very specific.
Here, to say the very least, you have been very careless about
targets?”
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“This, I don’t know sir. I was shot down on April 3, and
there had been very few bombing missions at that time. Since
that time, I can’t say. I've only heard what the radio says. I
would say that I don’t think any of this is planned. In fact I'm
sure it’s not. I don’t know whether it is happening.”

“Of course, it is happening. Some of the worst of it, it’s true,
did happen after you were shot down. But there has been
tremendous destruction. It is difficult for us journalists to un-
derstand, because you fly reconnaissance missions and there’s
no excuse for ‘mistaken’ targets. What is your status here, your
legal status?”

“I don’t know. We are told that we are war criminals. That’s
what we are told.”

On that note our conversation ended.

Very different to the rather woe-begone, taciturn Lt.-Com-
mander Vohden was 44-year-old Major Lawrence Guarino of
the 44th Squadron, 18th Wing of the US Air Force. Although
Guarino did not admit it, his captors knew from his documents
and flight maps that he was stationed at Korat in Thailand and
it was from the US air base there that he had taken off for his
bombing missions. Major Guarino, a short, smiling man, was
very much at his ease and had no objection to taking part in a
filmed, recorded TV interview. He was dressed like Vohden in
khaki trousers and blue pullover. He was shot down on June
14, 1965, while on a bombing mission in Son La province. This
was his seventh mission.

“How were you shot down?” I asked.

“Well, it was a very bad day. The weather was very low. The
target was very heavily defended. As I rolled in to dive, many
guns fired at me. I knew I was going to be hit and I was. I was
hit very badly, quite a number of times.”

“Have you had World War II experience? Or Korea?”

“Yes, World War II. In Southern Europe, Italy. Then China.”

“How did the anti-aircraft fire here compare with that in
World War 112"

“I think this fire is about as rough as you could find any-
where.”

“How long after you were shot down were you captured?”

“Oh, just a matter of minutes. Perhaps 15 or 20.”
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“Your plane was hit while you were still in your dive?”

“Yes, sir. All the way in the dive. And again as I pulled
away from the target I received a very bad hit from an explo-
sive shell and the aircraft went out of control. At that air speed
I was able to fly away from the immediate target. Perhaps 10
or 20 miles before I had to leave the aircraft.”

“Were you captured by militia or the local population?”

“Both militia and local people.”

“How has the treatment been since capture?”

“Alright, very decent. The food has been adequate.”

“One of the big questions for us all in the West is what do
you think of this war?” . .

“Of course you get another view when you’re inside, looking
at it from there. I've prayed many times that both sides, or as
many sides as are interested in it, will come to some reasonable
solution in the very near future.” -

“As journalists, we’ve been given facilities by the auth.orxtles
to travel around—the destruction of non-military targets is very
impressive. Hospitals, schools, sanatoria. I served witl} some of
your people, Air Force and carrier-borne planes, in World
War II. The bombing was strictly military. But this time, a
great deal of it is non-military. How do you feel about this?
How does one explain it?” '

“Well, if this is true—and you say you've seen it——-the;n. I'm
sure that the pilots certainly believe that the targets are mlht.ary.
Any military information that is given, photos if any, certainly
show that the targets are military. From what I've read, declara-
tions by our President, the targets are certainly not 'pe.ople.. It
what you say is true, then it is really by aCCidef)t. I' can’t imagine
an American pilot attacking a village or a hospital’ .

“There’s no state of war between the USA and North V.xet-
nam. There’s been no declaration of war. There’s th_e q1'1'esuon
of how you feel about taking part in this sort of action?

“Of course I'm not taking much of a part any more. But
you've heard the old saying: ‘Ours is not to reason why.. Qurs
is but to do and die” And we hope and pray that our mll‘ltary
and our leaders are doing the right thing, .that the Prers1dent
and the people backing him are on the rlgh,t road. 'V\e are
directed and ordered to fly missions and don’t question this.
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We do our duty. That’s the position of any Air Force pilot.”
“How were you treated from the moment of capture?”
“The people were very decent. Much like people in any

country, in fact. It certainly struck me that they were well

briefed and knew exactly what to do when they encountered
an enemy pilot. I was tied up very securely. I was given water
and rice and given very decent treatment.”

. “What is your status? I mean in view of the fact that there

1s no state of war, no declaration of war? How do you consider

your status here? And how do the authorities consider your
status?”’

“Well, sir, people here feel that inasmuch as we have attacked
targets within this country and as there is no state of war, they
feel our acts against them are criminal and we are considered
as war criminals. However, we don’t consider ourselves to be
criminals. Obviously, we consider ourselves to be prisoners of
war. However, I'm afraid we are not in much of a position to
make a decision on this.”

“Have you been able to have any news of your family?”

“Yes, sir. As a matter of fact I received two letters. One
written November 1, the other on March 2. I've been able to
answer both.”

“March 2 of this year?”

“Yes, I've been a prisoner over 11 months.”

“How do you feel about the fact that you are taking part in
attacking the territory of a country with which your country is
not really at war?”

“I don’t know why they don’t consider themselves as being
at war because they certainly are. This seems to me to be only
a technicality. I certainly consider that I was at war. I certainly
felt that as part of the US Air Force, I was attacking enemy
territory. The thought never entered my mind that I was a
criminal. I thought I was just carrying out the orders of my
superiors and I still feel that way. I believe that. I don’t think
any of us or our people back home will understand why we
should be considered as criminals regardless of whether there
is a formal declaration of war, which as I see it, seems to be
just a technicality.”

At this point I mentioned the Nuremberg verdicts, the fact
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that aggression was listed as a crime and that the plea “I only
carried out the orders of my superiors” was rejected as a valid
argument for the defense. And with Gigon’s interesting revela-
tions in mind, I asked: “I wonder what your fellow-pilots, your
colleagues felt about this? Didn’t they ever query as to whether
there was something wrong about these missions?”

“Well, sir, I wouldn’t say so. I'm sure they felt they were
attacking only military targets.”

“There have been several western correspondents here,” 1
pointed out. “Everyone is appalled at the destruction of non-
military targets. Quite big hospitals and sanatoria have been
bombed time and again, until there is just nothing left. The
big leper hospital for instance was bombed 11 or 12 times
within as many days.”

“Isn’t it obvious,” Guarino replied, “that no American pilot
would attack a hospital if he had the slightest idea that that is
what it was? I would say that if so that must be a very grave
error in the intelligence service. I'm convinced that they couldn’t
repeatedly attack areas like that unless they were sure it was a
military target. What's to be gained by bombing a hospital?”

“But isn’t there this question?” I interposed. “Do pilots have
the right to question the target at all? You are given a target,
you are given a photo. Suppose you say: ‘Well it seems to me
that’s not an anti-aircraft position, not a bridge, not a barracks.
That looks to me like a civilian target.’ Do you have the right
to question the mission?”

“You certainly have the right to inquire what a target is,”
he replied. “If you have a photo you can certainly spot anti-
aircraft positions. But I say a pilot would not attack a hospital.
There must be a gross error if this is s0.”

I told him again of the destruction of hospitals and schools,
the ruins of which I had seen. “I'd say that on the coastal areas,
everything that was built in brick or stone, built up by the
people here since the war against the French—of all this, noth-
ing is left. This is the inescapable opinion of all who have
visited these areas. This is what bothers us. But you think all
this must be by mistake?”

“Oh, certainly, sir. The pilots just would not do it if they
had the slightest idea that anything like that was happening.



38 Vietnam North

As I said, on our side of it, we like to think that our people
are very competent also and no senior officer or commander
thinks of anything else than hitting military targets. There’s
no reason for it.”

“Suppose a ‘mistake’ is made, does someone get punished
for it? I mean ‘mistake’ in inverted commas. A hospital has
been bombed. Does the pilot get blamed? Or the operations’
officer? The intelligence officer or the commanding officer?”

“No, sir. It has nothing to do with what they call the delivery
weapons agency. The lower unit has nothing to do with it be-
cause they didn’t select the target anyway. These things are
hashed out at a higher level. It certainly has nothing to do
with us.”

“How do you see your future here?”

“I certainly hope that in the future, the people involved will
work out a peaceful and reasonable solution. Of course, I as a
prisoner am not in a position to do anything but pray for a
quick solution.”

“What sort of food do you get?”

“We get bread with every meal; soup with greens and vegeta-
bles, potatoes and a small meat dish—that’s the standard type
meal.”

“Anything special for Christmas?”

“At Christmas I was able to see a Vietnamese Catholic priest.
He spoke French and Latin, but I was able to speak to him
through an English-language interpreter, and have a long chat.
I'm a Catholic. Christmas dinner was excellent. We had some
turkey. For the Vietnamese New Year they also laid on a special
meal.”

And Major Guarino, still smiling, was escorted away by his
armed guard.

TV viewers all over the world, including the United States,
saw and heard the interviews with Vohden and Guarino. For
prisoners of 13 and 11 months respectively, there is no question
but that they were in good physical and mental condition. By
their frank defense of their own country’s position, their denial
of the bombing of hospitals and schools, it was clear that they
were not under the influence of any “brain-washing.” The TV
viewers could themselves compare the appearance of these two
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officers, and its implications, with what they saw on their TV
screens of the barbarous treatment of “Vietcong” prisoners in
the South at the hands of American and South Vietnamese
troops.

Mention by crack pilots Vohden and Guarino of captors with
knives and swords reminded me of one of the most bizarre, but
deeply symbolic, scenes I witnessed during my visits to the
North. A procession of rubber-tired ox-carts winded its way
along a road. Underneath the leafy camouflage, were the rem-
nants of a supersonic F-105 fighter-bomber. Robust peasant girls
escorted the little convoy, rifles slung behind them. Following
the last cart, a tall, white-bearded old peasant carried the type
of spear his ancestors used to repel the Mongols. The convoy
was on its way to deposit one more exhibit at the central plane
cemetery.

The scene symbolized for me not only the terribly unequal
combat but also the confrontation between technique and mo-
rale, between men and machines. How many of America’s highly
trained, top-flight pilots have ended their careers, after a few
missions over North Vietnam, with knives or spears at their
throats! Their’s is as ignominious an end to a career as that of
the Phantoms and Thunderchiefs, and other fine creations of
the US aircraft industry, tossed aside on village scrapheaps for
peasants to come and spit at.

Commander Jeremiah Denton of the US Navy, mentioned
earlier as having been downed over the Ham Rong bridge, was
a different type than the previous two pilots questioned. Big,
tough and somber, he seemed very sure of the righteousness of
the course he and his country were pursuing, the “cause” they
were defending. As a senior officer, it was clear that he identi-
fied himself completely with Pentagon policies. His only regret
seemed to be that US air power was not being used to its full
capacity, or at least not up to the time he was shot down.

He was shot down on July 18, 1965, by ground fire, on his
first bombing mission. His parachute pack was hit and he came
down hard, in a river. Immediately, people came in boats,
hooked on to his raft and towed him to the shore, where there
were others with rifles.
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“What is your actual status now?” I asked.

“I'm a captive of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.”

“How is the treatment?”

“The food is adequate. Clothing is provided. (He wore a light,
khaki uniform, close buttoned at the neck, with a number
printed in black on the tunic.) They take care of any serious
problems.”

“What do you mean by serious problems?”

“If you get sick, you get medicine.”

“What do you think of the situation, now you've been cap-
tured for around 10 months?”

“I hope God’s will will be done and I fully support my
Government in whatever they do.”

“About your legal status: In view of the fact that there is no
state of war, has this question been raised?”

“They have raised many, many times the question of legal
status. I am not considered a prisoner of war.”

“What do you think yourself, in view of the fact that there
is no state of war, that there has been no declaration of war?”

“I'm in their hands. According to my knowledge there has
been no declaration of war during the past 20 years. In other
cases prisoners have received POW treatment. I'm not receiving
that kind of treatment.”

“What do you yourself feel about this?”

“I don’t see anything wrong from the US point of view. If
there had been a declaration of war, the US would have handled
this situation much more severely than what we have tried to
carry out.”

“As a correspondent, I have seen that many hospitals, sana-
toria, schools, etc. have been destroyed. How do you feel about
that?”

“I know nothing of that type of destruction. At the time I
was free, bombing was restricted to military targets. That’s all
I can say.”

“All those of us who have visited the North have seen many
non-military targets destroyed. There's no question about this.”

“Certainly not to my knowledge.”

“Attacking a country without a declaration of war seems a
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very serious business. Did you and your colleagues not raise
this point?”

“As I said, during the past 20 years there have been no
declarations of war. In Korea there was not. At Suez there was
not. In this case there were plenty of warnings. No underhand
methods. No sneak attack.”

“Apart from the question of the legality or otherwise of at-
tacking an independent country—and a number of your Senators
are worried about this—there is this question of attacking non-
military targets.”

“To my knowledge targets were very strictly limited, to bridges
and roads, others like that. President Johnson said that we're
not there to try and kill Vietnamese people, only to attack steel
and concrete.”

“There’s too much evidence to the contrary. Gigon, the Swiss
journalist, has written a book in which he says that some flyers
refused missions because of this. They were eventually dis-
charged on condition—they had to sign a document—that they
did not reveal the reason for their discharge or the atmosphere
aboard their carriers. Did you hear anything of this?”

“I never heard of anything like this. I can’t believe it hap-
pened in my unit. I consider we are engaged in a restrained
action so far. Under present conditions I must continue to
support our action.”

“Have you a family? And if so have you had any contact?”

“Yes, I have a wife and seven children. I have written one
letter and I have received two replies.”

“How has treatment been in relation to what you expected?
I assume you all have briefings as to approximately how you
will be treated. How does reality compare with the briefings?”

“Until recently, about what I expected. I am not accorded
the status of POW. They had been saying that we would not
be accorded status of POW.”

“I do not think they were saying that at the time you were
shot down. This policy was announced much later.”

“Yes, they had been saying we would get ‘good treatment
as they were humanitarians, but that we would not be con-
sidered as POW’s.”

“How is the food?”
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“We get a soup which is quite nourishing. We have side
dishes, usually vegetables with some meat. We get bread, French-
type bread, good bread. For that ‘Vive la France.””

And the nearest approach to a smile spread over Commander
Denton’s face at the thought of the good French bread. Our con-
versation ended at that. The Commander was so sure his coun-
try was right and he was right and God was right and on his
side. And that the US Air Force, in fact, should be punishing
North Vietnam more severely. With all three pilots there was
the “Quiet American” sort of moral conviction that anything
their country was doing, including bloody murder, was right
and proper and theirs “not to question why,” as Major Guarino
had put it.

It will be recalled that Major Guarino’s documents showed
that his bombing mission originated at the US air base at Korat
in Thailand. Another captured pilot, Lt.-Colonel Robinson
Risner, a veteran of the Korean war and an experienced Ameri-
can ace, was shot down on the morning of September 16, 1965,
while attacking the Thanh Rong bridge. Commander of Tac-
tical Squadron 67 of the 18th Tactical Wing, he himself admit-
ted that he had also taken off from Korat in Thailand. The
same admission was made by Captain Charles Boyd, who was
captured when his F-105 was shot down while in North Vietnam
on April 23, 1966. Here is concrete evidence, if more is needed,
that Thailand is engaged in acts of war against the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam. Under international law, lending one’s
bases to a third country for aggression against a neighbor is a
clear “act of war.” If it chooses, North Vietnam has every legal
right to invade Thailand and occupy or destroy the bases from
which “acts of war” are launched against it, or call upon an ally
to do so. Evidence is also on hand that air bases in Laos are
being used for a similar purpose, and it is no secret that US
planes based in Thailand attack daily that portion of Laos
which is controlled by the Pathet Lao. The government of
North Vietnam has given a number of warnings to Thailand as
to the eventual consequences.

Toward the end of April 1966, there was considerable excite-
ment all over North Vietnam as the scoreboards for planes shot
down, set up in public places in every town and village, crept
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up toward the 1,000-mark. There was intense competition be-
tween provinces and batteries, even between the anti-aircraft
gunners and MIG fighters, for the glory of bringing down the
1,000th plane. If the Americans noted unusual activity by the
handful of MIG’s of North Vietnam’s infant air force around
that time, the competition for the 1,000th plane was at least
one of the reasons. Mock targets were built, decoys were set all
over the place to attract planes toward this or that battery, dis-
trict or province. Isolated MIG-17’s tried to lure Phantoms in
pursuit to give the few MIG-2l's the chance of a “kill” As it
happened, the 1,000th plane was knocked down by ground fire
in Tay Nguyen province, the veteran revolutionary base of the
first resistance war against the French.

On the question of the numbers of planes shot down, I found
that among the foreign community in Hanoi, mainly diplomats
and journalists, while not all conceded that Hanoi’s clair_ns were
completely correct, they were unanimous that the Hanoi ﬁgure.s
were much closer to the truth than those put out by the Ameri-
cans. Authorities with whom I discussed the matter insisted that
their figures were minimal and actual losses are higher than the
1,020-0dd claimed by the time I was leaving Hanoi. A personal
directive from President Ho Chi Minh laid it down that in
order to maintain the confidence that the public has in its gov-
ernment, figures of planes shot down must be strictly accurat?.
No plane could be considered downed, or included in the da)j s
total, unless the wreckage had been located and ‘“hands laid
on it.” .

I was told that in the early days of the fierce assaults against
bridges, reports from the various provinces one day showed 14
planes downed. The High Command was claiming 11, but.by
the time the communique was to be prepared for the morning
press, “hands had not been laid” on a single wreckage. Accord-
ing to the very strict regulations none could be ¢.:la.1med. The
responsible officer telephoned President Ho, expl:junmg that to
say no planes were downed when various batteries knew thf:y
had shot down a plane would also be a blow to conﬁdf:nce in
the government. President Ho replied: “You can publish one
plane downed.” While the communique was being prepared, a
UPI despatch from Saigon admitted that four had been
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downed. Another telephone call to President Ho; he agreed that
four could be claimed. As the communique was being adjusted, a ]
Washington announcement came in admitting that eight had

been lost. President Ho said: “In that case I'll give you six.”

This was the figure published and next day Washington scaled

its figure down to six.

If the wreckage is not found within two days, the plane is not
claimed and claims are only allowed for planes that crash on
the territory of the DRV or within territorial waters so that the
fishermen can bring in some remnants. “We know there are 88
wrecks around the base at Danang in the South,” an officer who
prepares the communiques told me. “These are planes that were
hit and did not make it back to their carriers.”

I asked whether any system had been detected by which the
Americans announced or did not announce their losses and I
was told that it had been noted that if a plane was downed and
the pilot parachuted out, the loss would not be announced if
the Americans thought there was any chance of rescuing the
pilot. Later they would announce the loss if it were an im-
portant pilot, a major or above, but if he were “small fry” the
loss would not be announced. Also they usually announced
losses of planes that crashed into the sea if they succeeded in
picking up the pilot. It is significant that the Americans report
almost as many pilots “believed captured” as they admit planes
downed, whereas in fact the vast majority of planes were shot
down in dive-bombing raids in which the pilots crashed with
their planes.

As we were about to set out and film scenes of a “quiet Sun-
day afternoon in Hanoi”—it was April 17—there were violent
explosions that made the hotel windows shudder, and then the
incredible roar of jets, such as one was used to in the provinces
but not in Hanoi. Within split seconds, girls with red arm bands
had rushed into the room to close windows and try and per-
suade us to go down into the shelters. It was the first raid on the
capital’s outskirts. No alert had been sounded, but the explosion
of bombs and heavy anti-aircraft guns continued.

I watched the people in the streets. They hurried, ran in fact,
mothers with babes in their arms, but there was no panic, no
confusion. I never heard a single shout or wail. Within a flash
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everyone was out of sight, except a few laggards in the self-de-
fense units, belatedly rushing to their gun positions. The red
flag of danger had been hoisted on an adja?ent bank building.
On many roofs surrounding the hotel, I noticed barrels of anti-
aircraft batteries pointed skyward, the binoculars of the look-
outs pointed in the same direction as the guns. As usual it was
over within seconds. The bombs fell near an agricultural in-
stitute in the outskirts, two little girls playing on a sandheap
were killed by a rocket. Because of the dense anti-aircraft ﬁl:e
the pilots had not pressed their attacks at whatever were their
real targets. But is was a warning.

Much of Hanoi had been evacuated at the end of 1‘965, but as
no raids took place, people started filtering batik in the first
months of 1966. After the Sunday raid, evacuation started in
earnest again, especially as three days earlier jet bombers had
taken a run down the main street of the textile town of Nam
Dinh, killing over 100 people and wounding hu.ndreds more.
After the first heavy attacks against the big textile plant, the
main industry in Nam Dinh, the population of 95,000 had bef:n
cut back to $5,000. But as always happens, people tend to d.rlft
back and casualties in the April 14 raid were needlessly high.
At the same time as Hanoi's outskirts were bombed fqr the first
time, the town of Phu Ly, 50 miles southwest of Hanoi, was also
bombed. A few days later, it was the outskirts of Haiphong. .

A new stage of “escalation” had been reached. The. following
Sunday, April 24, at 6 .M., just as people were coming out of
church at Phat Diem, the main Catholic center 1n North Viet-
nam, the bombers skimmed in low over the sea and made a
devastating sneak attack. One church was completely destroye'ci.
Many of those hastening out of it, especially women and 'Chl -
dren, were killed. Phat Diem is known for three thl}lgsz It is an
important fishing center; it has the largest Catholic Cathedral
in North Vietnam, and it is a famous center for r}lSh mats,
kets and all sorts of woven handicrafts. I had visited it several
times in 1955-57 and again in late February 1966. It was one of
those towns where changes had been most marked, Tows of new
brick houses, many new bridges over the river that ran parallel
with the main street. Old acquaintances pressed forward to tell
me how life had prospered in recent years, with the fish catch

bas-
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much peavier and better marketing for their handicraft articles
and with all the children at school. I was taken to see the im:
proved ﬁs?ﬁng boats. Now Phat Diem lies pretty much in ruins
It was mainly a one-street town and the bombers had made theil:
bor.nbmg and strafing run along the entire length of that one
main street—scrupulously clean and gay with colored mats and
baskets when I last drove along it.

For the next few days after the first attack on Phat Diem, the
planes concentrated on the fishing fleet, day after day repor’tin
hl.mdreds of junks and sampans of a “supply convoy” sunk. Pha%
Diem seems to have been given its coup de grace on Saturday
May 7, when the American communique on air activities re:
ported tha_t “three waves of aircraft had attacked the naval base
of Ph.at Diem.” Naval base! The term must have been a great
surprise to those inhabitants of Phat Diem still alive to hear it
A pretentious name for a small fishing town, whose beaches.
5ou1d not handle any vessel bigger than a small fishing smack

Sevente?n buildings were destroyed and eight burned,” tht;
communique continued, “two explosions were observed."’

Chapter 3

CRIME AND PUNISHMENT

The North Vienamese authorities obviously do not share the
views of Commander Denton and others as to the legal status
of captured pilots. The most authoritative view I could get on
the matter was from Pham Van Bach, President of the Supreme
Court of the DRV and Vice-President of the Vietnam Jurists’
Association. To my question as to whether the pilots were re-
garded as prisoners of war, he replied as follows:

“As is well-’known, the US Government is waging a brazen,
undeclared war of aggression in Vietnam—a war of aggression in
South Vietnam and a war of destruction against the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam, a sovereign and independent state, a mem-
ber of the socialist camp. This was is in itself a crime, a crime
against peace, a violation of the fundamental rights of the peo-
ples, a crime against mankind. The US Government has daily
launched indiscriminate air raids on hospitals, schools, and
densely populated areas, resorting even to B-52's, napalm,
phosphorus bombs, poison gas, toxic chemicals, etc., to massacre
the Vietnamese people in a most atrocious manner and with a
character of extermination. In so doing, it has most seriously
violated its international pledges, the 1954 Geneva Agreements
on Vietnam, the 1949 Geneva Conventions on the protection of
victims of war and the norms of international law. The war
crimes it is committing now in Vietnam are comparable to the
crimes perpetrated in the past by the Hitlerite fascist ringleaders
who have been condemned by the Nuremberg International
Court.

“For this reason, the US pilots captured in North Vietnam
who, carrying out the US Government’s orders, have attacked
our country and perpetrated numerous crimes here are air
pirates; we regard them as criminals and will try them in ac-
cordance with the laws of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.”

The wave of attacks against urban centers which started in
mid-April 1966, coinciding with the use of B-52's against the
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North for the first time, appeared to be the application of the
latest thesis at General Westmoreland’s Saigon headquarters
that the war in the South could only be won by “breaking the
North.” Throughout May the bombing of urban centers con-
tinued. On May 6, the village of Quynh Lap, to which the lepers
from the hospital destroyed in June 1965 had been evacuated,
was heavily bombed and strafed, 30 more lepers being killed and
34 wounded. During May and June the light industry centers of
Yen Bay and Viet Tri were attacked, the escalation against the
urban centers being climaxed by the raids on June 29 against
the Hanoi-Haiphong fuel depots.

Repeated warnings that captured American pilots would be
tried as criminals—including my interview with the President
of the North Vietnam Supreme Court which was broadcast over
world TV networks from early May onward—were officially ig-
nored by the US government until after the world outcry
against the Hanoi-Haiphong bombings. Perhaps to divert at-
tention, every White House official from President Johnson
down made horrified statements regarding Hanoi’s declared in-
tention to try the pilots and threatened by implication to wipe
out Hanoi and Haiphong if the pilots were put on trial. The
DRV was accused of violating the 1949 Geneva Convention on
treatment of prisoners of war. But in this the Americans appear
to be basing themselves on the principle that “might is right”
and that there is one law for the rich and another for poor, one
for whites and another for colored people. They are demanding
that standards be applied to their prisoners very different from
the barbaric treatment meted out to captured personnel of the
Liberation Armed Forces in South Vietnam.

Certain of the pilots who have taken part in attacks against
hospitals, schools, sanatoria and other purely civilian targets are
in the hands of the North Vietnamese authorities. Scrupulously
careful legal dossiers have been prepared against them. The hour
and date is there, the serial number and markings of the planes,
the pilots who flew them to the targets and whose hands released
the bombs and fired the guns. Eye-witnesses, victims and rela-
tives of victims are on hand to give evidence.

The North Vietnamese government takes the view that the
pilots are not covered by the August 12, 1949, Geneva Conven-
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tion which in its Article 2 states: “The present Convention shall
apply to all cases of declared war or of any other armed conflict
which may arise between two or more of the High Contracting
parties, even if the state of war is not recognized by one of
them.” There is no state of war recognized by either party in
this case and North Vietnam considers itself the victim of pi-
ratical air attacks, similar to those waged from the sea by the
Barbary Corsairs and others of their ilk in the days of organized
piracy. In South Vietnam in 1965, long after the commitment
of American combat troops, the American Military Command
issued a directive forbidding the use of the words “prisoners of
war” in connection with their armed personnel missing in action
in North or South Vietnam. Reporting this in The New York
Times (International Edition, September 30, 1965), Saigon cor-
respondent Neil Sheehan explained: “Because there has been no
declaration of war . . . these men known to be prisoners are of-
ficially listed as ‘detainees.’”

James Reston in The New York Times, July 13, 1966, com-
plained about the spectacle of American pilots “being led help-
less and handcuffed at gun point through menacing crowds” and
praises the American people for having been “troubled but
calm” up till now. He goes on to say the “rules of war spe-
cifically forbid the retribution now being discussed in the Com-
munist world.” This and similar enraged American comment
seems to reveal a racist aspect. The American press in January
of this year published photographs of a line of “suspected guer-
rillas” being marched under American guns, bound to each
other with halters around their necks with slip knots, so that if
one staggered or stumbled he would be strangled.

Reston should recall what The New York Times Saigon cor-
respondent, Neil Sheehan, wrote on September 80, 1965, in an
article entitled, “Vietnam: The Unofficial Brutality”: “The
United States is in the unhappy position of asking humane treat-
ment for American prisoners of Communists while it has de-
clined to guarantee similar treatment to Vietcong taken prison-
ers by American ground combat units. Such prisoners, after a
preliminary interrogation, are handed over to the Vietnamese
authorities by whom of course they can be and frequently are
subjected to brutality. . . . The guerrillas are looked upon as
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rebels and traitors and a Vietcong prisoner is thus entirely at
the whim of his captors. Vietnamese army police and para-mili-
tary organizations such as the national guard and the militia fre-
quently shoot Vietcong captives out of hand, beat or brutally
torture them or otherwise mistreat them. . . .

“The favorite methods of torture used by Government troops
are to slowly beat a captive, drag him behind a moving vehicle,
apply electrodes to sensitive parts of his body or block his mouth
while water spiced with hot pepper is poured down his nos-
trils.” I could add a whole list of other revolting forms of tor-
ture perpetrated on patriots whom I have interviewed and
whose bodies provided the most eloquent testimony to the
veracity of their reports.

The 1949 Geneva Convention does apply specifically to the
war in South Vietnam where two sides are engaged in hos-
tilities. Article 3 (a) prohibits “violence to life and person, in
particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, cruel treatment and
torture.” Article 4A (I) specifies that prisoners of war include
“Members of the armed forces of a Party to the conflict as well as
members of militias or volunteer corps forming part of such
armed forces” and further provisions make it clear that they
apply equally as well in a civil war as in an international con-
flict.

Vietnamese leaders have long believed that no legal, moral
or humanitarian considerations would stay the hands of the
Pentagon in further escalation. A special 1l1-member commis-
sion, headed by Health Minister Dr. Pham Ngoc Thach, was set
up in July 1966 to collect evidence, village by village, school by
school, hospital by hospital, to complete their dossiers on indi-
vidual pilots and on those ultimately responsible in Washing-
ton. Hanoi endorsed the idea of Bertrand Russell to set up a
War Crime’s Tribunal somewhere in Western Europe and try
President Johnson and other key US figures for “crimes against
humanity.”

If the threat to try the pilots did nothing more, it once again
brought home to people all over the world the illegality of the
American aggression against the Vietnamese people. It also
forced the American Command in Saigon implicitly and be-
latedly to admit its own flagrant violations of the 1949 Geneva
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Convention and all norms of civilized behavior by announcing,
on July 21, 1966, that in the future prisoners of the Liberation
Front’s regular armed forces captured by American troops
would no longer be turned over to the Saigon authorities for the
sort of treatment that Sheechan has described. Guerrilla fighters
and local self-defense militia, however, were not covered by the
new regulations—contrary to the 1949 Geneva Convention, as
the International Red Cross has repeatedly pointed out to the
US Command in Saigon.

There is no doubt that if the Nuremberg standards were ap-
plied to the US pilots, a number of them could not escape the
death penalty. Indiscriminate massacre of civilian population
was one of the crimes that sent those convicted under the
Nuremberg verdicts to the gallows.

Until an order was issued on September 24, 1965, pilots of the
American Air Force and Navy were permitted to bomb and
strafe at will in what were designated “free strike zones.” These
zones were that part of South Vietnamese territory not con-
trolled by Saigon. Pilots returning with unused bombs and bul-
lets could discharge them against any village they thought fit
in the “free strike zones” without prior checks with their com-
mand. It meant that the civilian population of 10,000,000 in
the Liberation Front areas were “legitimate” targets to be mas-
sacred at the whim of the pilots. If the Saigon forces decided to
withdraw from a certain post, the villages surrounding them
automatically became “free strike zones.” They varied from
day to day and very often the villagers had no idea that sud-
denly they had become “legitimate targets.” On the average
about 100 of such zones were listed but the number varied ac-
cording to the fortunes of war. Occasionally there was an “error”
so gross that it could not be hushed up, as when the pilots
dumped their high explosives and napalm on villages clearly in
the Saigon-controlled areas.

The directive of September 24, 1965, halting this practice as
far as US planes are concerned, was probably issued because the
“errors” were becoming too frequent and the stigma attached to
the US Air Force and Navy had unpleasant repercussions in
Saigon. However, the South Vietnamese Air Force, which also
has American pilots, was free to continue the “free strike zone”
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attacks—another case of “looking the other way,” as was done
when prisoners were handed over to the Saigon forces. In ex-
plaining the new directive in The New York Times, October 3,
196'5, correspondent R. W. Apple noted: “Many critics of U.S.
pphcy, including some officers assigned here, have argued that
air power . . . might eventually drive civilians into the Vietcong
ranks.”

In any case, the “free strike zone” tactic was replaced by
saturation bombing of Liberation Front areas by B-52’s, using
an infra-red device which recorded concentrations of population
by the heat given off, according to press accounts. This might
well include, for instance, inhabitants of a village huddled in
their air-raid shelters. The avowed aim was either to wipe out
population in the Liberation Front areas or force people to
leave and be concentrated in urban versions of the “strategic
hamlets,” camps enclosed by barbed wire at the outskirts of
Saigon and other cities.

In the face of these criminal acts in Vietnam—North and
South—it is ludicrous, to say the least, for American authorities
responsible for such acts to condemn as “savage” or “barba-
rous” the idea of putting on trial some of the pilots involved.

The United States participated in drawing up the law under
which the Nuremberg trials were held, in preparing the indict-
ments, in the actual trials and in the final judgments. It is there-
fore doubly subject to the standards of international law estab-
lished at Neuremberg. This is not the place to give a complete
analysis of those historic indictments and trials, but it might
be we!l to point out certain elements that do apply clearly to
the crimes being perpetrated by US armed power against the
whole of Vietnam, especially the individual responsibility for
such crimes.

A.rticle Six of the International Military Tribunal Charter,
setting up the Nuremberg trials, lists among crimes “for which
there shall be individual responsibility”:

. “(a2 CRIMES AGAINST PEACE: namely, planning, prepara-

tion, initiation, or waging of war of aggression, or a war in viola-
tion of international treaties, agreements or assurances .
(and) . .. o

“(b) WAR CRIMES: namely, violations of the laws or customs
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of war. Such violations shall include . . . plunder of public or
private property, wanton destruction of cities, towns or villages,
or devastation not justified by military necessity.”

Articles Seven and Eight of the Charter state that “the official
position of defendants, whether as Heads of State or responsible
officials in Government Departments, shall not be considered as
freeing them from responsibility or mitigating punishment”
and “the fact that the Defendant acted pursuant to orders of his
Government or of a superior shall not free him from responsi-
bility.” (Nazi Conspiracy and Aggression, U.S. Government
Printing Office, Washington, D.C., 1946, Vol. I, pp. 5-6.) On
pages 49-50 of the same document, the indictment of the major
war criminals listed among other charges: “In Holland there
was most widespread and extensive destruction, not justified by
military necessity, including the destruction of harbors, locks,
dykes and bridges.” (All emphasis added.)

In view of what is going on in the South and in the North, it
is indeed a tribute to the discipline and truly civilized outlook
of the Vietnamese people that pilots have been humanely
treated from the moment of their capture. Although, as the
Vietnamese express it, there is a “heavy debt of blood to settle
with the air pirates,” the population seems content to let this
debt be settled through the process of law. But one can hardly
blame them for being embittered about the flood of pleas for
“humane” treatment of the pilots usually coupled with harsh
epithets and threats from world leaders most of whom have
never uttered a word of reproach for this limitless air savagery,
this ruthless use of US air power against a largely defenseless
population, much less a word of compassion for its victims. The
racist overtones of this attitude is not lost on the Vietnamese

people and the people of Asia as a whole.




Chapter 4

ECONOMY FOR A LONG WAR

One day I had been passing through a village on a quest that
had nothing to do with economic planning. As our little group
neared the outskirts, a rhythmic, familiar clatter of machines
impinged more and more on the ears. There, where the rice
fields ended and clumps of bamboo and banana palms started,
where water buffalo plodded along a freshly widened and paved
lane, weaving looms were pounding away under an improvised
shelter, a mere roof supported by poles.

Inquiry confirmed that the machines, and the fresh-faced
girls tending them, accounted for part of the gaps I had photo-
graphed earlier at Hanoi’s big March 8 textile mill. There I
had seen empty sections of weaving and other departments,
where only bolts embedded in concrete marked the spots ma-
chines had stood at, and charts of production figures with
feminine names in evidence noted the labor heroines. Trucks
were then being loaded with machines that cluttered the en-
trance to the spinning and weaving sections, while groups of
women, some of them with babies, squatted around, bundles at
their side, waiting to clamber aboard when the loading was
finished. Other departments were still working normally at
Hanoi, but in the village it was explained that part of the weav-
ing section had been installed there and an excited young fore-
woman, her hair flecked with white from flying fluff, rushed
out notebook in hand to inform me that production per loom
was higher than in Hanoi. “We consider our looms now as ma-
chine guns against the enemy,” said one of the girls as she left
her loom to suckle a fat, little baby brought to a shelter op-
posite by a white-gowned creche attendant.

“Can an economy really work with that degree of dispersal
and fragmentation?” I asked the Planning Commission expert.
And I had in mind the machine tools working in a grotto; an-
other plant actually turning out a few machine tools; part of a
factory turning out electric pumps for irrigation; another mak-
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ing bicycle parts and bits and pieces of others I had stumbled
across during my various excursions into the countryside. There
were also the convoys of machinery I had seen moving along the
roads in remote districts, hauling parts obviously intended for
cement plants.

“Yes, it can work and it does work,” he replied. “But it is not
something you can find the answer to with cost accounting. First
you must understand that our general line is ‘All For V1ct9ry.'
For this we must fight back against the US war of destruction.
And we must anticipate the worst, even if the Americans esca-
late the war into an actual invasion of our territory. To counter
that we must develop our economic base and also new tech-
niques to meet the present war situation and all forseeable.de-
velopments. Above all we must develop agricultural production,
of which I will speak later.

“To reply more specifically to your question: Parallel to what
we call our technical revolution, we must also make a new dis-
tribution of our productive forces. We must build up new
economic bases, establish machinery in new zones suitable for
the present war situation and to create conditions- for _victory
later. Industrial development in our mountain regions 1s very
important for our national defense, but not only for protection
against bombings or invasion attempts. It is import.ant also for
the future development of the country. Together with _the tech-
nical revolution and the redistribution of our economic poten-
tial we can—and the figures prove it—step up labor' produ_c-
tivity and strengthen our economic and defense capacity. It is
difficult for many of our foreign friends to understand this, but
it is so. ]

“Another of our principles is that we must rely mamly- on our
own strength. Of course we appreciate, and we need, aid from
our friends. But we must do everything possible ourselves. The
main enemy blows must fall on our shoulders and the main
blows dealt them must be dealt by our brains and muscles. We
must apply the principle of ‘Become Self-Supporting’ on a na-
tional and regional basis. Each zone should become eco-
nomically, even militarily, self-supporting, in agriculture as
in industry. From the embattled fourth zone [the coastal re-
gions leading to the 17th parallel] to the plains of the Red
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River delta and in the northern and western mountain regions,
all should become economically autonomous, ready to counter
the enemy's attacks whenever they come, however they come
and from wherever they come. You've seen only some tiny frag-
ments of this relocation of industry. If you could see how all the
parts fitted together, as we see it translated into production
figures, you would have another view of things.”

When I asked to have a glimpse of this overall view of things,
Doan Trong Truyen provided the following data, showing the
increase in production in 1965 as compared with 1964:

Overall Agricultural Production  3.39,
Overall Industrial Production 8.49,
Production of Industries directly
under State Ministries 12.09,
Machine-Building Industry 14.09,
Industrial Crops 7.89, (acreage sown)
* “ 25.49, (per hectare yield)

Overall increase in industrial production included the out-
put of machine tools, equipment for regional industries and for
transport and communications, all of which were well above the
1964 levels. Also included were output of electricity, coal, ce-
ment and even textiles, despite the bombing of the big Nam
Dinh textile mill in July 1965 and the subsequent evacuation of
much of its equipment. Qutput of local industry, including
that from newly established plants, was up by 40 per cent.

“A big factor in these increases,” continued Doan Trong
Truyen, “was the setting up of small and medium-sized plants.
We had to halt or slow down the construction of big central-
ized units and speed up that of the smaller ones. We are speed-
ing them up especially in the mountain regions. Apart from
wartime necessity, this is also economically sound. With the
smaller units we get production and returns on investment
much sooner.”

Did not all this play havoc with economic planning? What
happened to the industrialization program? What happened to
orders placed in the socialist countries for equipment of big,
centralized plants?

“Our first five-year industrialization plan covered the 1961-65
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period,” answered the planning expert. “It was primarily aimed
at building the material and technical basis for socialism. It was
going very well and by 1964 we were working out the main lines
of a second five-year plan. The first American attacks in August
1964, and the systematic air raids that started in February 1965,
forced us to change our plans, but not our aims. Till then,
economic construction was our main task, with attention also to
national defense needs. Harmonizing the requirements of each
was one of our problems. Since the American attacks we had to
change the emphasis. Our main task now is to mobilize all the
nation’s human, material and financial resources to intensify
production, above all to satisfy our own defense needs in the
North. We consider the South as the great front-line area for
the whole country and the North as the great rear area for the
whole country.

“We had to scrap our ideas for a new five-year plan and draw
up a stop-gap two-year plan based primarily on war needs but
continuing at the same time the general line of building the
technical and material base for socialism. We will not permit
the war to apply brakes to our economic development. Instead it
will give, and is giving, new impetus to our productive forces.
As for the question of orders placed in the socialist countries, we
sent a delegation headed by our Vice-Premier to the socialist
countries to explain our changed requirements. We had to can-
cel orders for all sorts of plant equipment and replace them
with orders for smaller units, suitable for our dispersal of in-
dustry and our program to build up many small units instead of
big centralized ones.”

“What comes after the two-year plan?”

“That depends on the course of the war. We think we have to
take into account that the war may last ten or 20 years or more
and we plan the training of technical cadres, for instance, on
that basis. But should victory come sooner, our planning could
quickly be adjusted accordingly. The two-year plan is a sort of
transition plan which can be continued to expand wartime in-
dustry or switched to peacetime development. As for agriculture,
the tasks remain the same—to continue to apply new tech-
niques to expand to the utmost agricultural production. We
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are engaged in what we call a ‘technical revolution’ in the coun-
tryside.”

“What about agriculture?” I asked. “Where is all your man-
power coming from, if not from the peasantry? How can you
squeeze the maximum out of the land and at the same time
drain the countryside of its manpower? One sees practically only
women on the land these days. Not just planting rice seedlings
as in the past, but doing the ploughing and other field work?”

“It is true,” Doan Trong Truyen agreed, “the women have
largely taken over in the countryside. There is a labor shortage
on the land. But don’t forget that until recently surplus man-
power was the main problem in the countryside.”

This was also true. The last time I had investigated the prob-
lem, in 1962, I found that with only one-eleventh of a hectare
(about 900 square yards) of arable land per head of population,
peasants in the rice-growing cooperatives were having difficulty
in squeezing out more than 100 work-days in many parts. There
were obvious limits to what each co-op member could do when
they were so thick on the land. There was obviously no great in-
terest in mechanization which would cut back still further the
yearly work-days, on which earnings were based, in a country
where industrialization moved far too slowly to provide alter-
native employment.

“It is the labor shortage caused by the war that provides the
impetus for the technical revolution in the countryside,” con-
tinued Doan Trong Truyen, “even though this is still very
modest by western standards,” he conceded. “1965 was the first
year of some low-level mechanization in the co-ops and the fifth-
month harvest was our first wartime crop.* We met with great
difficulties in February and March, especially in the coastal
areas where the bombers were overhead all the time. Climatic
conditions were also unfavorable. But the harvest was a record,
the biggest ever for area planted and per hectare yield.

“For the tenth-month crop, there were many more difficulties—
floods, drought and insects, not to mention bombs and a reduced

* In North Vietnam there are two main rice crops yearly, That sown in
the winter and reaped in the fifth lunar month; that sown in the late
spring and reaped in the tenth lunar month. They are referred to as
the fifth- and tenth-month harvests, respectively.
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labor force. But the yields were still good, not as good as the
fifth month, but good enough to make the year as a whole the
best of our five-year plan. It was in the heavily bombed coastal
areas, and in the heaviest bombed provinces in that area, that
the harvest was best. The coastal areas were 14 per cent up over
the previous year. Apart from the high morale, stepped up by
the bombings, the increased yield was due to better irrigation
with lots of new electric pumps installed; intensified use of fer-
tilizers; better seed selection—application in fact of some ele-
ments of our ‘technical revolution.” Some 700 of our 28,000 co-
operatives reached five tons of rice per hectare, thus demon-
strating the real possibility of attaining this everywhere. The
average production in 1939, the record prewar year, was L5 to
1.6 tons per hectare with up to three tons in the rare cases where
two crops were planted. But two crops a year were the exception
in those days, whereas it is the rule now with 80 per cent of our
cooperatives.”

“What does the 1965 crop represent in terms of your food
needs?” I asked.

“It means that we were able to continue stocking rice on a
far greater scale than ever before,” Truyen replied. “The total
put into stock in 1965 greatly surpassed that of previous years.
Mainly this was due to the good harvest but partly also to the
patriotism of the peasants who kept less back for themselves. We
were able to put 23 per cent of the total harvest into our re-
serves and we encouraged the cooperatives to create reserves of
their own as well. Provided there are no great natural disasters,
it means we can attain real self-sufficiency in foodstuffs. The
various zones and provinces can become self-sufficient as well.
This removes a big burden from our transport system and a big
headache from those who used to have to worry about food
distribution in case interprovincial communications are really
badly damaged. On the agricultural front, one can say 1t was a
very encouraging first year of war.”

“Is there not the usual wartime tendency of hoarding and
spiraling food prices? Don’t socialist principles tend to be
thrown overboard in such a situation? How do you acquire rice
for the reserves?”

“We started stocking rice a few years ago,” Truyen continued.
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“The cooperatives are obliged to sell the state fixed amounts of
grain at fixed prices over a set period of time—five years, for in-
stance. The state pays 33 sau per kilogram for unhusked paddy
and this is retailed to the consumer at 40 sau.* But in order to
stimulate production and avoid the peasants having to sell their
surpluses on the free market, in 1965 we paid a 50-per-cent
bonus for grain delivered above the quota. On the other hand,
to promote socialist principles, we encouraged ‘mutual aid’
among co-op members. That is, if anyone was temporarily short
of grain, other co-op members should supply it at the same fixed
prices as paid by the state so that there should be no exploita-
tion of misfortune. In this way the laws of socialism would be
applied and the people’s traditions of humanism and patriotism
developed. This has worked well.

“There has been some slight rise in prices on the free market.
In the year starting February 1965, some food prices—mainly
vegetables, eggs and fish—rose an average of 25 to 27 per cent
on the free market. Despite this, one can say that prices re-
mained stable because 85 per cent of all foodstuffs are purchased
through State enterprises where prices have remained fixed.
There is no hoarding because wholesale trade is between the co-
operatives and the state purchasing organizations, and the State
controls almost all the retail trade. Individual hoarding is al-
most unknown because of the fundamental unity and patriotism
of our people and their confidence in the government.”

By my own checks in Hanoi and village markets and among
consumers, I found the price rises were as he said. But rice was
being sold in some village free markets at 80 sau a kilogram,
twice the official price. Rationing of rice, pork and sugar had
been introduced since 1957 and no new items had been added
to the ration lists nor had there been any reduction in rations
because of the war. Most families assured me that the ration of
18 kilograms of rice per adult and ten kilograms per child was
sufficient, and it was rare that they had to buy on the free mar-
ket. Wheat bread, which is on sale at all town and village mar-
kets, is non-rationed. There was an abundance of vegetables,
meat, fish and fruit in all the Hanoi markets and roadside mar-

* 100 sau = 1 dong, the DRV monetary unit; 3.5 dong = $1 (US).
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kets in the countryside. Prices for many consumer goods were
substantially lower than they had been two years previously.

“In 1964,” explained Doan Trong Truyen, “decisions were
taken at the highest level on the question of trade and prices.
The main point was to stabilize prices, adjust those that were
unreasonable and push for a general reduction. Then came the
war. How could the policy be applied? Many of our experts
thought this policy must be shelved. Our leaders opposed this.
We have to carry on the war, they argued, but we also have to
push ahead with building socialism. Prices are an important
element in the latter so we must stick to the policy of price
stabilization and reduction. During the past 12 months im-
portant reductions [30 to 60 per cent, as I found by checks in
the shops] have been made in such items as paper, text books,
medicine, bicycles, radios, textiles for clothing and others. This
is almost unprecedented in wartime,” Truyen said with justifi-
able pride. “That we could do this is due to our experience dur-
ing the first resistance, to state control over production and
distribution and to the confidence the people have in the ad-
ministration. We are now pushing ahead with price reductions
for machines in industry and agriculture, in timber and coal
supplied to the cooperatives. We also intend to lower sys-
tematically the prices of means of production. We must never
for a moment lose sight of the fact that we are building social-
ism.”

“Socialism includes constantly rising living standards,” I said.
“With the great mobilization of manpower, the economic and
social upheaval connected with the relocation of industries and
the labor force, and the evacuation of the cities, living standards
will inevitably fall. Will this not be a backward step as far as
building socialism is concerned?”

“We won't be able to improve living standards for quite a
while,” he replied. “But we will try and maintain them at their
present level. We frankly ask the people to accept privations in
a spirit of selfsacrifice and patriotism, to accept austerity and
practice strict economy. We seek to assure that minimum vital
needs are met—rice, sugar, salt, kerosene, textiles—all at reason-
able, fixed prices; not only through the shops where unequal
distribution may occur if only those with ready cash have access.
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Where shortages occur—needles, matches or cigarettes, for in-
stance in some areas—we deliver them in sufficient quantities
direct to the cooperatives or factories for distribution through
cooperative or trade union channels. In that way we insure
that those who most need the goods will get them and any
possibility of price increase or hoarding is eliminated. We don’t
think that socialist principles suffer because of this. On the con-
trary; everyone sees that the burdens and sacrifices are shared as
equally as possible and also what benefits we can make avail-
able.”

“With the wholesale mobilization of manpower, especially
the youth, is there not a danger to the higher educational system
you have built up in recent years? Are you not gambling with
your future in drafting thousands of students and future tech-
nical cadres into the armed forces and construction projects?”

“For a complete answer to that,” replied Truyen, “you had
better talk with the Ministry of Education, I can answer only in
part. True, we have mobilized tens and hundreds of thousands
of young people. Almost all our youth, over three million of
them, have enrolled in the ‘three-readies movement.* We
mobilized 250,000 for the mountain regions alone, to help build
up the new economy in the backward areas. We mobilized many
more tens of thousands to build the new communications net-
works and help repair bomb damage. But we have not touched
the 90,000 students who are being trained as specialists, technical
cadres and skilled workers. Nor have we touched their teachers.
They are our precious capital for the future. For the tasks of
war if it lasts that long, but above all for the grandiose tasks
of peace afterwards.”

An example of the dispersal of industry and the efforts to
make each province as economically autonomous as possible is
to be found in Quang Binh province, which borders along the
17th parallel and has taken the brunt of the bombings. During
1965 and early 1966 a network of machine shops was set up in

* The “three readies” are (1) Ready to fight and fight valiantly, ready
to enlist in the armed forces; (2) ready to overcome all difficulties, to
stimulate production work and studies, under any circumstances what-
soever, and (3) ready to go anywhere and perform any task required
by the Motherland.

b
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every district, as well as shops at province level, to manufacture
and repair a wide range of equipment for industry, agriculture
and transport. These include small rice threshing, husking and
winnowing machines; hand carts to replace the traditional
shoulder poles and baskets; ploughshares and harrows, hoes,
spades, etc; primitive types of ball bearings and presses for
bricks and tiles. Small plants were also set up to manufacture
cement, insecticides and fertilizers and a whole range of essential
consumer goods, matches, cigarettes, soap, sugar, crockery, paper
and other items. All of this was new to the province, the small
plants and workshops blossoming into life literally under storms
of bombs and bullets. The resultant saving in transport was
considerable, and shortages that would otherwise have been in-
evitable, with Quang Binh at the very end of the long haul
from Hanoli, were avoided.

Investment in such regional industries was doubled in 1966
as compared to the previous year. State shops and the local
markets wherever I traveled displayed an impressive variety of
articles from the newly established plants. Many started as handi-
craft cooperatives but quickly expanded into compact little in-
dustries, as skills were acquired and machines made available.
Priority was given to industries which serviced transport or
turned out a wide variety of carts—drawn by hand or animal
or bicycle-powered, as well as trailers for trucks and the like.

Another impressive aspect was the multitude of small electric-
power generators all over the country, on the plains as well as
in the mountain areas, some powered by locally produced coal,
others by liquid fuel, the latter stored in deep underground
shelters. It was also interesting that the 1966-67 plan provided
for a considerable stepping up of mineral prospecting and for
further vast irrigation and flood-prevention projects, air attacks
against dikes and dams having become a commonplace by early
1966,

In general, the 1966-67 plan, on top of what had already
been accomplished in 1965, was the most concrete evidence that
North Vietnam had switched over to a long-war economy.




Chapter 5

LEARNING UNDER BOMBS

It is a fairly common sight in the coastal areas at night to see
from afar lines of tiny glow worms wriggling along the roads
and paths. As one approaches, the glow worms turn into chil-
dren, tiny kerosene lamps in hand and school books tucked
under their arms. If you meet them by day, their backs are

well covered with palm fronds and other greenery, ready to J‘

hurl themselves face down between rows of potatoes or maize,
or jump into the nearest holes, if planes come. Learning must

go on at all levels even under bombs; it is one of the laws of 3

the land.

“How to carry on after 170 primary and secondary schools
and educational institutes were bombed to bits and hundreds
of pupils and teachers killed? After virtually all our schools in
the countryside had to be abandoned and most of the children
in our cities evacuated?” It was the question put to me by Edu-
cation Minister, Nguyen Van Huyen, normally a placid, calm
man but obviously agitated by the magnitude of his problems.
“And with 2,900,000 pupils doing general education, we have

300,000 more than last year. Can you imagine what that means

in terms of protection, classrooms, teachers?”
“How are you managing?” was the obvious question.

“We managed by transferring all our first-cycle schools* to f.
the agricultural cooperatives. Before they were at village level.t |

In that way the children don’t have to move around so much,

classrooms are a few hundred yards away. We can keep the l
smallest children off the roads altogether. Second-cycle schools
till now were in the district centers; now they are at village

* General education in North Vietnam is divided into three cycles: first ‘

to fourth class; fifth to seventh class, and eighth to tenth.

1 Every Vietnamese village comprises three to five hamlets. The agri- 3
cultural cooperatives are now organized at hamlet level, except in a §
few very rare cases, as at Xuan Thanh (see Chapter 1, p. 20) where 4
they are organized at village level. A North Vietnamese hamlet in

general comprises 200 to 400 households.
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level. Like the first-cycle schools it meant breaking them up into
smaller units. Now every village in many of the provinces has its
second-cycle school. In the third-cycle schools, the children are
older, can fend better for themselves, but they have also been
brought down from provincial level to one for every district.
‘We have done everything possible to bring the schools close to
the pupils, close to their families. We have absolutely abandoned
multi-story buildings and every classroom has subterranean com-
munication trenches starting right at the desks, leading out to
deep shelters in the open fields or some place away from the
buildings. It is because the parents have confidence in the meas-
ures we have taken for protection, that our school population
has increased this year.”

It was fairly clear that the magnitude of Minister Nguyen
Van Huyen’s problems and the organizational measures taken
to meet them, provided the answer as to whether schools and
other non-military targets were really being attacked or not.
To change from one day to another the educational regime of
nearly three million children must have been a major head-
ache—not only for the Minister.

“What were your major difficulties?”

“There were three,” he replied. “First, buildings. We had to
walk out of all the multi-story, brick buildings we had built
since the end of the war against the French. We can’t build
new ones, not even in bamboo except under very special cir-
cumstances. We don’t want to change the physiognomy of the
countryside—new buildings will bring new bombs. Here and
there we can build classrooms under trees, where they will look
like peasants’ huts, but we cannot build complexes of bu'ildin.gs,
or big structures even in bamboo, since the Americans will 'wxpe
them out as they did the brick ones. This is our biggest single
problem.”

“How then are you solving the problem of classrooms?”

“We had to count on help from the parents, asking thf&m to
put their homes at our disposal. Families crowd into the kitchen
during part of the day or night to put the rest of the hou§e at
our disposal. Sometimes two families combine together in a
single house or three families in two houses and the other is
at our disposal. It's a matter of patriotism and national pride
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among parents that the bombers shall not halt their children |

learning. Where we build, it is on the basis of single classrooms.
In the poorer, smaller hamlets we usually have to build one or
two classrooms.

“Buildings, that's the biggest problem. But running a close 4‘

second is that of teachers. Smaller classes means more teachers.

In a very short time we had to double the number of teachers
in certain categories; first- and second-cycle classes averaged 40 ¢
to 50 pupils each, now they are 20 to 25. How did we cope? §

After the campaign to wipe out illiteracy was completed in 1958,

we opened complementary courses in general education for those |
who were outside school age. That is adult education at evening |
or other spare-time courses. Teachers of these complementary |
courses were a source to draw on. In all villages now there are }
young people who have completed seven years of general edu- |
cation. They now work in the cooperatives. That was another }
source. With these as our raw material for first- and second- §
cycle schools, in six months we trained many thousands of new |}
teachers. But still for all of North Vietnam, we are short 13,000
teachers. Apart from the systematically bombed areas where ;
teaching goes on at night, we have switched to two classes a |
day. In 10,000 evacuated schools one teacher does the work of |

two, one class in the morning, another in the afternoon.

“The third major problem is the evacuated school. The bomb- }
ing of the Huong Phoc school in Ha Tinh province on February 4
9 this year was a serious warning to us; 33 pupils were killed §
and 24 injured. After that we speeded up the evacuation of |
schools from the towns. Despite our efforts at construction over §
the past ten years we've not been able to do much building of }
homes, or improve amenities very much. Living standards im- |
proved, but there are not many new homes in the villages. We §
built plenty of factories, institutes and schools, but alongside
these, even outside Hanoi, peasant huts still remain without
electric light or running water. So there was no point in evacuat- §
ing children to villages on the outskirts of the cities. We decided
to ask parents to send them back to their native villages—almost §

every city dweller has his native village, with relatives still on |

the land—and let the town children be integrated in existing, §
local classes without trying to create special classes for them. §
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In cases where the evacuees would be a material burden our
local organs would help.

“By and large, evacuation was handled in that way, especially
for children in the first- and second-cycle schools. There are
exceptions. Children of personnel working in the public service,
various ministries, etc., can be grouped together in special board-
ing schools, which can be financed by the administration con-
cerned. And third-cycle schools, where the children are older and
can look after themselves, can be evacuated to a village, where
they can set up their own Kkitchen, do their own cooking and
become more or less autonomous. The pupils can do a certain
amount of work at the cooperatives or some state enterprises,
earn some money and contribute something to their upkeep.
We will provide the rest.”

Minister Huyen went on to explain that evacuation, splitting
up families, involved much more than strains on the sentiments.
It imposed material difficulties. Budgeting for two or three
separate units, even for food, was more expensive. Families are
used to sharing such things as beds, mosquito nets, blankets
and thermos flasks among several children. The Ministry had
“to keep an eye on such things and see that all lived adequately.”
To an outsider, I must say, it all seemed to have worked very
smoothly. I spent a good deal of time in the villages and co-
operatives, visiting many of the peasant-hut classrooms and
schools where town children had been integrated, and talked to
Hanoi families whose children were evacuated. It seemed to me
things went very well, and I said so. “Don’t expect our people
to pour out their griefs to a foreigner,” said Minister Huyen
when I spoke of my impressions. “We know their difficulties,
but we try and prevent them from getting out of hand. Our
government does what it can.”

I had met mothers in Hanoi who visited their children once
or twice a month and were very pleased with their physical
condition and especially by the way they had quickly adapted
themselves psychologically to village life. “Many, many city
children all over the world dream of living in the countryside
and lookmg after cows and chickens,” said Nguyen Van Huyen,

“and it’s the same in Vietnam. We have a problem of intensify-
ing production on the land with reduced manpower. Our schools
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must take part also. If we keep within our school walls some
three million children as non-producers then this would be a
hindrance to the war. In any case, it would be against a basic
principle of our education system—to link schools with life,
education with production. With the evacuation of tens of
thousands of city children and teachers—and our pressing war

problems—plus having established schools in the agricultural

cooperatives, there are excellent conditions for pupils and teach-

ers to take part in production. Each school now has its plan of
aid to the co-ops—how much manure will be delivered, how
many days of digging irrigation trenches. Even children of 4
eight and nine can look after buffalo and ducks, and they love 4

it.

strictest instructions to insure that work shall in no way inter-
fere with studies.”

I asked if this tremendous upheaval in the life of pupils and
teachers, the fact that thousands of new teachers had to be /g
trained in six months and that in many cases they often had §
to take two classes a day and double their teaching hours, would

not lead to a drastic lowering of standards.

“Yes and no,” replied Minister Huyen. “It’s obvious that you §
can’t study the same under bombs as you can without them.
We have to count with intensified bombardments, down to vil-
lage level. We may have to reduce teaching time. We have to
select a study program that takes this into account and even
count on omitting part of the program. In this case we will urge §
our teachers to teach exceptionally well and our pupils to learn §
exceptionally well that part which remains. We will have to,f'
make a careful choice, in that case. That choice must be dictated {
by our national reality. We will concentrate, for instance, on 8
our own national language and how to handle it properly. Also

“There are plans and norms and children get paid, according §
to work points, just as co-op members. Some children earn as :}
much as full members. From the town they bring new tech- |
niques, especially in thinking up gadgets to avoid the most back- |
breaking work. Any number of children of 13 or 14 years have j
not only succeeded in supporting themselves financially but sup-
port one or two other members of their family. In this way o
they feel they are aiding the war effort. But teachers have the §
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on the natural sciences and math. History and geography may
be reduced a little; the children can make that up through
literature later. We will need technical cadres, strong in physics,
chemistry, mathematics, biology.

“We also have to differentiate between our geographic zones
and select programs accordingly. In Vinh Linh and Quang Binh
(both just north of the 17th parallel) where bombardments are
very intensive, we must have a special program but we must
also be flexible so as to switch the program according to the
degree and geographic direction of escalation. But everything,
even with cuts, modifications and switches of program, is aimed
at pushing ahead with the revolution. ‘Teach well, study well’
is the national slogan for education and we will see to it that
quality of what is taught will be maintained, and improved. In
fact the whole educational system is to be improved, starting
right now.”

“Improved?”

Minister Huyen went on to explain that in order to meet
my request for an interview he had left a nation-wide conference
of education experts, including all department chiefs of his
ministry and provincial education officers, at which the finish-
ing touches were being given to a breath-taking new deal for
education.

“Although our urgent national task is to win the war,” he
explained, “our leaders also have their eyes on the future. There
is an urgent need to train technical cadres. To do that we need
teachers. It's a long-term project. In three years we must train
teachers in order to get technical cadres five years after that.
But we have to start sometime—and it has been decided that
we start right now. Until recently we have taken in 800 to 1,000
trainees for secondary school teachers. But for the 1966-67
school year we will take in 2,500. And during the past few years
there have been an average of 15,000 students who matriculated.
That will be the figure for this school year. But our aim in five
to six years’ time is 40,000. We need the figure of 40,000 to pre-
Pare technical cadres for the South as well as the North. After
the war, we want to take ‘giant steps’ and we’ll need cadres
able to push the country ahead at ‘cosmic speed’—with technical
and scientific cadres of university entrance standard. We must
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develop despite the war. No matter at what cost, we must train
teachers so we can also make up after the war any short-comings

in our education during the war. And if the war continues that

long, these cadres will play a vital role in our war needs. We
have to control the situation, never retreat before the American
attacks.

“We have some experience in improving education under war 3

conditions. In the first resistance war (against the French) we
increased the number of teachers from 5,000 to 12,000; now we

have 77,000 for general education and 90,000 if we include those §

teaching in complementary education. It's true also that we

have never faced a war of destruction of the type the Americans |
are waging here, but we are confident that we can carry on. |
There are other aspects of the ‘new deal’ in education that it §

would be better for you to discuss at the Pedagogic Institute.”

I asked if there was any modification of the program of :

studies because of the war.

Minister Huyen laughed and said: “Despite the war, would
be a better way to put it. There are changes. We are going over §
to the 11-year school system, making the second-cycle four years §
instead of three as at present. Attendance at first-cycle schools |
will be compulsory and we plan that 80 per cent of pupils
finishing the first-cycle will go on to the second. Emphasis in |
the new program is on modernity and bringing studies strictly |
in line with our national realities. We have to train children in §
the direction of the modern sciences, as is being done in France, §
the USA and other countries. We carefully watch what is going 1
on there. Despite our backward situation, we must do this if §
we are to make the ‘leap ahead’ that our leaders want and the i

country needs. As for national reality, studies must take into

account the nature and climate or our country, our soil and sub- |
soil, our natural resources, and our traditions. In this way we

can follow the aims of our national revolution.

“By and large, the new program has been worked out. It is §
being tried out experimentally in certain classes and schools ;
this year, and after modifications will be tried out on a larger }
scale in the 1966-67 school year. Based on the results we will §
go ahead with printing the new text books. We are already 5
training teachers for the new program and one of the aims of

Learning Under Bombs 71

the present conference is to make the details known to those
responsible for its application.”

“Could you give some examples of changes in the program?”

“Mathematics will be taught even in first-cycle schools, with
a new method of teaching. Above all, in the third-cycle schools
there will be lots of new, up-to-date theoretical work, modified
according to new advances in science. We will be paying atten-
tion to such matters as algebraic structures. In biology, for
instance, studies will be based largely on the theories of molec-
ular biology.”

“Will not the country’s manpower needs, especially if the
Americans continue their escalation, start swallowing up many
of your teachers and university students?”

“Definitely no,” he replied. “The country needs manpower
for the war, but it needs cadres for the future more. We are
rich enough to provide both. For instance, the numbers of our
students to be sent abroad will be greatly increased. In many
cases it's the only way for them to acquire technology and ad-
vanced scientific concepts. Not only will we retain and expand
our present stock of teachers and students but we will draw
in more university students from the non-scholastic world. We
will intensify the complementary courses so that 30 per cent
of our matriculated graduates will be from these adult courses.
We expect to have at least one million following complementary
study courses in the new school year, and the modified program
will also be taught in these courses. We will follow our young
people wherever they go, in the army, on the big construction
jobs, so that wherever they are, they can continue their educa-
tion, We did this before with the Army in peacetime; now in
wartime, we must make even greater efforts. In the Army we
have stepped up the general educational level from first and
second year standards to an average of sixth and seventh year—
very important when it comes to mastering complicated weapons
and techniques,” concluded Minister Nguyen Van Huyen-

At the Pedagogic Institute, there were more details on the
“new deal” for education. The director of the Institute, Pham
Huy Thong, a small, scholarly historian, with the thick-lensed
glasses typical of many intellectuals of his generation, had also
come straight from the nationwide conference on education.
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He was able to tell me of decisions that even the public would §
not know about for several months. They were being applied ; (i
immediately, even before they had gone through the process of
formal approval at various levels. (One of the by-products of ; ]
war, one noted, was that in North Vietnam, at least, it slashed f
red tape by the hundreds of miles.) f

“Most important decisions have been taken,” said director |
Thong, “because our leaders now attach the utmost importance j
to training teachers and technical cadres. All students in the f
future will receive 100-per cent financial support from the state. §
We have around 4,000 at our institute. New important material §
support will be given to teachers also.” }

He went on to explam that until then, only third-cycle tcach- ;;'{

half by the state and half by the population where they taught,
and first-cycle teachers received only one quarter of their salary §
from the state, the rest from the population. The latter always
paid up, because they attached such importance to having their !
children well educated, but payments were irregular, depending j
on when the harvests had been brought in and sold. In the fu- .g;
ture, second-cycle teachers will be wholly paid by the state,
which will make it easier for the local population to pay the

first-cycle ones on time, and the state will insure that the latter §
get the same social benefits, pensions and so on, as their col-;
leagues. 1

“All this represents a great stimulus to teachers and students
to carry on,” said Pham Huy Thong. “But we had other prob-. §
lems to cope with. All our young people have enlisted in the }
‘three readies,” many of the teachers, too. They all want to ‘;
take off with a gun in their hand and shoot at Americans. We
had to carry out a very serious political and ideological cam-
paign, and enlist the help of the party and government to
persuade them that studying was the best contribution theyj
could make to beating the enemy—now and in the future.” '

About three-quarters of the students and professors were al
ready evacuated to the countryside, and others were moving ou
even while our interview was proceeding. A strictly limited §
number were permitted to stay, because certain laboratory}
equipment in the physics and chemistry section, needing con-§
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stant attention and strictly maintained temperatures, had been
shifted down into deep basements, and classes which used this
equipment would remain.

“The students went out into the forests, full of enthusiasm,”
said Mr. Thong. “They downed trees and bamboo, sawed up
the timber and built new classrooms and living quarters. Within
a few weeks studies started again and morale and application
to work was higher than it had ever been. In fact we had two
evacuations. Once, into a remote mountain area, where we
decided after a while that supply and communications problems
for an organization like ours were too great. We left the build-
ings for others for whom such problems were not so important
and built again in the plains, in an area where we could grow
most of our own food and be in close contact with the population.
Staff and students work together to grow vegetables, raise chickens
and pigs and so on.” He repeated the general lines of Nguyen
Van Huyen's explanation of the new program and when 1 asked
to what extent the Institute’s program had been affected by the
war, he said:

“Not much. Students are taught the elements of first aid so
they can be of immediate use in bombardments. First aid is
now incorporated as a regular subject. We retain half those who
graduate as third-cycle teachers and give them six weeks’ mili-
tary training, theoretical and practical, so that if they are even-
tually called up they’ll have some notions of what to do. All
students get two weeks' military training a year. A few teachers
and senior students were called up in the very first days of the
attacks, but this was immediately stopped. The study of physics
and biology has been slightly modified by the war situation,
not much.”

Mr. Thong considered that one of the main by-products of
the evacuation was the new relationship between teachers and
students on the one hand and between the institute community
as a whole and the population, on the other. “It's a two way
Process,” he said. “Our people take an enthusiastic part in the
health drive. They want decent WC’s, pure water supplies and
bath-houses, not only because they are used to such facilities
but it is part of the national health campaign. They bring new
techniques to bear and help as spare-time teachers in general
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education classes. But they also become integrated with the
people, study their problems, enter into their lives. This is
precisely one of the aims of our education. We want to train
real militants, capable of carrying out what we call the ‘tech-
nical revolution’ and having a realistic attitude to life’s prob-
lems. The war has given a great impetus to this; it is no longer
theoretical or abstract.

“Our main task is to turn out third-cycle teachers. Every dis-
trict now has a third-cycle school. We want teachers who stand
shoulder to shoulder with the students and we want the students
who become teachers to feel they are really part of the country.
At the district to which they are assigned, they should not only
be there as teachers, but apply their knowledge to practical af-
fairs; taking part, for example, in the campaign to harvest five
tons of rice per hectare. The tasks of the peasantry should also
become, in part, their tasks. We always aimed at turning out
all-rounders, but the Americans have now forced us to speed up
the process.”

He took me for a stroll around the Institute buildings and
here, as on many other occasions, one noted that what was a
great disadvantage in peacetime years was proving advantageous
in the new situation. Classrooms and dormitories are poverty-
stricken affairs, astonishing to find in any capital city. They are
for the main part nothing more than extended peasant huts—
single-storied buildings, walls of pleated bamboo and thatch
roofs, the barest covers for the comfortless bare benches and
desks inside the classrooms, hard bamboo and wooden beds in
the dormitories.

“We started to build a few threestory brick buildings,” said
Pham Huy Thong almost apologetically, waving his hand to
the few modern buildings on the campus, “and we intended
to continue, but with the war we have had to postpone that.”
How much more difficult it would have been for students to
have had to move out of modern glass and chrome buildings
and abandon feather beds and flush toilets for the countrysidel
The fact that the North Vietnamese continued their austere,
frugal hard-working lives, with no great differences in living
conditions for workers, civil servants or intellectuals, and no
great difference between town and countryside, makes the move
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back to the countryside far smoother than would be possible in
any modern, western society, or indeed any sophisticated Asian
society. It is another of those built-in defenses which the lf'enta-
gon computers are incapable of absorbing into their cipher-
stream,

Pham Huy Thong was worried that teachers’ training courses
had been of two or three years’ duration only, instead of the
four or five years he considered necessary to turn out a really
qualified all-rounder, with a broad general culture and an ex-
pert knowledge of his own specialty. “Although the courses are
short,” he said, “they are very concentrated. Demand.s were so
great, that we could not have longer ones. Also it }s.dlfﬁcult
to retain the students. They want to jump into activity. And
this is good because we need militants who are burning to get
to work, but we also need them highly qualified. They .have to
be able to train cadres capable of working with machines ap-
propriate to the technical requirements of our country. So we
have a program of calling them back for refresher courses, maybe
for one year, then back to work for a year and after that an-
other year of studies. In the sciences, from now on, we will
probably try and retain students for the full four to five years.
The best of the graduates, in any case, we will keep on as pro-
fessors or research students. Those who have domestic or other
difficulties in taking the refresher courses, will continue to study
by correspondence.”

After the interview was finished, Pham Huy Thong, a small,
eager figure, knapsack and rifle on his back, clambered aboard
a truck with a few similarly accoutered students and started off
for somewhere in the countryside where the conference on
education was continuing. Despite his thick-lensed spectacles,
he was also a member of the Institute’s self-defense corps.

I also visited ‘Hanoi’s beautiful new Polyte:chnic .Instltute, the
building and equipment a gift from th.e Soviet .Umon, a lovely,
gleaming glass and concrete building with machme-gur} emplacf-
ments, like storks’ nests, scattered over the roofs. It is Hanoi’'s
finest and most modern building, but marked down for aban-
donment even before the official opening ceremony. Useless to
repeat the conversation there. The same airx}s, the. same prob-
lems, the same dedication as at the Pedagogic Institute and as
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set out at the Ministry of Education. I had already stumbled
across one of the evacuated faculties, metallurgical, in the jungle
and was assured by the professors that since evacuation there
was an alltound improvement of the scholastic level, as ex-
pressed in exam results. “They all feel the school is their own
now,” said one of the professors, “and after all they built it.”

At what was left in the Hanoi building I was interested in
one of the problems that the fourth-year Construction Faculty
was engaged in. It was students of this faculty, incidentally,
that manned the machine guns on the roof, under the expert
eye of a regular army officer who had taken part in downing
12 planes. In one of the research laboratories, students were
poring over what looked like a structure of tubular aluminum
elements similar to those used as the framework of campers’
tents. Only they turned out to be tubular steel, and the shape
was a bit different. The structure proved to be a miniature
model of what could be standardized, pre-fab sections for evacu-
ated factory buildings. Light and mobile, the elements could
easily be transported in trucks, quickly assembled and dis-
mounted in case the vagaries of escalation made relocation again
necessary.

“Our practical work is now very much geared to war needs,”
the professor escorting me explained, as he showed me the
various instruments for testing stresses and tensions of tubular
steel, the strength of welded joints, and so on. “Our practical
work here has always been geared to actual production prob-
lems. Factories and engineers send us all sorts of problems to
solve. Now anything to do with the war effort has absolute
priority. We are still experimenting with light structural ele-
ments suitable for housing the plants which have been evacu-
ated. The present bamboo and thatch buildings are all right as
emergency structures but we must think of replacing them with
something more permanent to protect valuable machinery from
the worst that man and nature can do. And we have to think
of something for the evacuated workers a bit more solid and
comfortable than the huts and barracks they’re living in now.
It’s not much good talking about the technical revolution if
our technique can’t quickly solve such problems.”

As to whether the student body had been affected by the
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country’s manpower needs, the answer was: “We have at present
8,500 students and this year we will be taking on 50 per cent
more than our normal annual intake. When we started here we
had 50 teachers, now we have over 1,000; none have been
mobilized, though all would go to the front if they were en-
couraged to do so.”

That about closed my investigations as to how the war had
affected the educational system, although wherever 1 visited in
the countryside I made a point of dropping in on local schools,
always finding that things worked about the way the education.
minister had explained.

Back at the hotel, after the visit to the Polytechnic Institute,.
a colleague, who had come with the friendliest intentions to
support the Vietnamese people with his typewriter, was slumped
over a table, his head in his hands, unhappy and troubled. “I've
come to write about their sufferings,” he groaned, “but all they

E2]

will talk about is ‘Victory’.



Chapter 6

MEDICINE OLD AND NEW

How does a backward country like Vietnam face up to the
medical and surgical problems imposed by half a million or so
tons of bombs a year? And the constant threats of “worse to
come?”

Health Minister Dr. Pham Ngoc Thach was the obvious per-
son to turn to for the answer. Dr. Thach, a small, stocky man,
with a bronzed face and balding head and fairly radiating his
inexhaustible energy, originates from the imperial family of
Annam. A cousin of former Emperor Bao Dai, he threw in his
lot with the Vietminh revolutionaries at an early age. After the
August 1945 uprising, Pham Ngoc Thach headed the Vietminh
administration set up in the Nam-Bo (Cochin-China), and when
the resistance war started against the French, he left for the
jungle to organize a medical service which he continued to di-
rect and expand, setting up pharmaceutical plants in the jungle,
until the war ended. (A cousin, Dr. Ho Thu, performs a similar
service in the Liberation Front zones of South Vietnam today.)

A brilliant medical scientist, Dr. Thach is known among his
western colleagues for his original research work on TB. He is
the architect of Vietnam’s health services today, having built
them up brick by brick mainly from the medical schools he
established in the jungle during the resistance, but also rein-
forced by a number of brilliant French-trained Vietnamese doc-
tors and surgeons who gave up their often lucrative practices in
Paris to serve their own people. Because the hard resistance
years forced Dr. Thach to rely largely on medicinal plants and
traditional medicine, he is an ardent advocate of a harmonious
development of both traditional and western medicine. It is al-
most useless to try and find him in his ministry and the likeliest
place of all is in the Hanoi TB hospital and research center. To
my first and main question, he replied as follows:

“The American attacks did not catch us by surprise. Thanks
to our medical organization, which goes all the way down to the

b
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agricultural cooperatives, wounded have been treated on time,
and almost on the spot. In fact, all the villages in the plains
have medical and maternity clinics and almost all the coopera-
tives have a public health organization. Seventy per cent of the
villages in the highlands (where the tribal minorities live) also
have their medical and maternity clinics. In peacetime, these
organizations take care of the public health campaigns, vac-
cinations against smallpox, cholera, paratyphoid, diphtheria,
tetanus, whooping cough and poliomylitis. They render first
aid to the sick and send urgent surgical or obstetrical cases to
their district hospital. Over 90 per cent of mothers give birth
in the village maternity clinics.

“Our medical service, in other words, is solidly established at
village level. So it’s natural in wartime that these clinics give
first aid to the wounded and treat shock cases on the spot while
waiting to evacuate patients to the district hospital. For months
past, in view of the savage and indiscriminate American bomb-
ings, the district surgeons often operate in the village clinics,
avoiding what, after a bombing raid, are often difficult transport
conditions for the patient.”

“Can you have sufficient stocks of plasma or blood widely dis-
persed enough to treat shock and loss of blood immediately, in
view of the fairly haphazard nature of the bombings?” I asked.

In answer, Dr. Thach invited me to accompany him to an
improvised “operating theater” in the basement of one of the
hospital buildings. On a table, two dogs lay on their sides, fac-
ing each other. A tube, through which blood was pulsing, led
from one to the other, heartbeats, blood pressure and respira-
tion automatically recorded by needles on slowly-revolving
graphs. “We are still trying to discover exactly what happens to
the nervous system in the case of shock of varying degrees,” ex-
plained Dr. Thach. “In this experiment one of the dogs is get-
ting blood supply fed to the brain through direct transfusion
from the other, while the rest of the system is severed. This is a
theoretical study.” We passed into another laboratory, where a
third dog was tied down to the “operating table,” and as we
watched half the blood was drained out of the body, flickering
needles recording what was very close to death—one of the con-
ditions of extreme shock due to loss of blood. The dog’s eyes
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closed and he seemed perfectly inert. Nurses then gave a large
intravenous injection and at the same time a solution was slowly
fed in through a tube in the dog’s mouth. Within seconds, the
recording needles, which had started to draw the straight line
of clinical death, started flickering again and soon were de-
scribing definite rythmic zig-zags as the heart and respiratory
system started to work again. Within seconds the dog’s eyes had
opened and his body was pulsing away fairly normally.

“That’s the practical application of what we have learned
from our theoretical studies,” Dr. Thach explained. “It is dif-
ficult for us to have stocks of plasma available everywhere for
immediate emergency use. And at village level it is not always pos-
sible to make transfusions. But we have developed this method
of intravenous injections of a solution that we call NTG, com-
bined with an isotonic solution of a glucose type of serum ad-
ministered orally. With this method we have been able to save
very severe shock cases without resorting to blood transfusions
or the use of blood serum. Apart from shock cases through
loss of blood, we are also doing a good deal of research on the
actual effects of shock from blast. We have many such cases
now, especially among children, due to the great explosive
power of the bombs the Americans are using.”

I asked what other research was being done, directly related
to the war situation. He took me into a third laboratory where
an experiment was being carried out on guinea pigs for testing
lime-water as an antidote for phosphorous bombs. “This method
is about perfected,” Dr. Thach said. “It is simple and efficient,
can be applied by anyone and anywhere.”

The small body, tied down to the “operating table,” quivered
slightly as the drops of colorless liquid splashed on its back.
Within 40 seconds bluish white smoke started rising from the
soaked skin and within a few more seconds there were anguished
squeals as the smoke burst into flame, long brilliant sparks
leaping between the smoke spirals. A masked, white-gowned
figure poured on another liquid which extinguished the flames
but did not stop the squeals, then deftly wrapped the whole
body in liquid-soaked gauze and it was carried away, still
squealing, its place on the “operating table” taken by another

small, quivering body. Again some splashes of innocent-looking ]
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liquid, white smoke and squeals as the smoke burst into flames
on the bare body. But this time the squeals trailed away as
liquid from another bottle was poured on, and ended com-
pletely as the little body was wrapped in gauze saturated with
the same liquid. Within seconds the bandaged guinea-pig was
nibbling contentedly some greens.

“White phosphorous,” explained Dr. Thach, “we have to find
means of countering it that can be available in every village and
can be applied by the peasants themselves. The classic method
is copper sulphate but it’s very expensive and can’t be made
available on a mass scale. That was used in the first experiment.
In the second, ordinary lime water, available in every Viet-
namese village, was used. As you saw, it is more effective. The
pain stops immediately and the burns heal much quicker. It’s
a question of getting the mixture absolutely right.” )

I remarked that I had not heard the Americans were using
phosphorous bombs in the North. “They are using them in Fhe
South,” replied Dr. Thach, “and we must reckon on them using
them against our villages as Johnson escalates the war. We
must prepare for the worst.”

“We are also studying a simple and practical mask in case
the Americans start using gas or other toxic products.” When I
asked for details, he smiled and said: “This is on our secret list.
If the Americans knew what principles we were working on they
would try and counter its efficacy.” .

Later, on Dr. Thach’s advice, I visited the splendidly-
equipped biological research laboratories and saw white mice
being injected by various types of toxic chemicals that 1_:he
Americans have been using in South Vietnam, samples of which
have found their way to the North. After a minute dose of one
of the agents, the legs stiffened, the mouse started to stagger and
then fell. “It has the same effect on pigs and buffalo,” the re-
searcher explained, “and also on small children and. aged, weak
people.” The mice that died were passed over to a dlfsector who
carefully removed minuscule livers, spleens and kidneys and
took blood samples which were passed on back for laboratory
tests. “We can’t take any chances,” the head of the laboratory
said. “Today it's in the South and tomorrow it may be here.”
And obviously any discoveries as to antidotes could be passed
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practically wiped out in those regions where 90 per cent of the
population have had subcutaneous injections. An epidemic of
infantile paralysis five years ago disappeared, thanks to the
Sabin vaccine which our institute of epidemiology continues to
produce despite the wartime difficulties. (Later I was to watch
the production of this vaccine and control tests on live mon-
keys.) Serious intestinal diseases caused by in§anitary COHdlthI‘lS
have practically disappeared thanks to the vigor of the public
health campaign waged since the American attacks.” And, he
could have added thanks to his own insistence on the closed
double-toilet system, individual wells and other sanit?ry im-
provements, referred to elsewhere. “We are also stuc!ymg the
problem of virulent malaria (with which the Americans are
having great trouble in the central highlands of §outh Viet-
nam) and a solution to this problem, of worldwide importance,
will be found. An attempt to use vaccination against helmin-
thiasis is also being tackled.”

Then Dr. Thach dealt with a subject very close to his heart
—the treatment of tuberculosis with the use of killed BCG vac-
cine (as opposed to the live vaccine normally used) together
with the bacillus subtilis, which he did much to develop and
on which he has been invited to present papers at many in-
ternational conferences on TB. o

“Vaccination against TB with killed BCG, studieq clinically
and experimentally in North Vietnam for almost eight years,
because of the ease with which it can be administered and its all-
round effectiveness, has greatly contributed to lowering mor-
tality from this disease. In one district of Hanoi, with a popula-
tion of 100,000, and which has been followed since 1960, the TB
mortality rate, as revealed by radio-photography, .has fallen fror.n
20.6 per thousand in 1960 to 4.3 per thousand in 1964, .that is
a reduction of almost 80 per cent in four years. This, despite ma-
terial conditions which are still difficult.

“The bacillus subtilis,” continued Dr. Thach, “which has
been known to us since 1952 through the work of Henri and
Albot, has been used in big therapeutic doses through numerous
injections. Employed alive, either via the lungs, by subcutan.ec_ms
or even intravenous injections, this bacillus ha.v'» given surprising
results not only for pulmonary and other varieties of TB, but

over Radio Hanoi to the South in the form of a scientific com-
mentary!

Returning to my talk with Dr. Thach, he explained that
against certain of the chemicals being air-sprayed in the South
under the general name of “defoliants,” the resulting irrita-
tions and inflamations could be cured by extracts of certain
medical plants. “We don’t always know the reason why but we
try to find out. In our situation, it’s not for us to try and find
complicated, highly specialized methods of treatment, but to
find simple and effective treatments within the grasp of our
local public health services. People’s war imposes on our re-
searchers an effort to find simple remedies, that everyone can
use. But the discovery of such remedies requires knowledge of
modern, scientific data combined with most detailed laboratory
research work and repeated clinical tests, before their populari-
zation.”

Certain of these plant extracts, according to Dr. Thach, in
clinical tests had proved effective against staphylococci resistant
to other antibiotics.

Four-fifths of the patients from the TB hospital and the same
proportion of medical personnel had been evacuated to the
countryside and this was true of all the other hospitals and
medical research centers that I visited. A great deal of ex-
pensive laboratory equipment had been removed and moth-
balled in safe places, until the end of the war. I asked Dr. Thach j
to what extent the evacuation, mothballing of research equip- 1
ment and what obviously must have been a large-scale mobili-
zation of medical personnel for the various fronts, would affect
normal medical research.

“We will continue research with less sophisticated equip-
ment,” Dr. Thach explained, “and we will continue our peace-
time public health campaigns. The war will push us to go much
faster in this. For two years now, after clinical and successful
field tests, we have developed our own subcutaneous injections
for cholera, typhoid fever, diphtheria and tetanus. Cholera and j
smallpox have been wiped out since 1957. The chronic cholera
epidemic, which made its appearance in South Vietnam two
years ago, did not spread to the North, thanks to our public
health campaigns. Typhoid fever and diphtheria have been
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also for leprosy and whooping cough. Administered by nasal
inhalations it enables the prevention of epidemics of whooping
cough and measles. Our doctors also employed it during the
past year with encouraging results in treating tetanus and Japa-
nese encephalitis, as well as in the treatment of infected wounds
and burns,

The conversation then turned to the use of various medicinal
plants, the effects of which were known but in many cases not
the reasons why. Dr. Thach advised me to visit another labora-
tory where “family planning” experiments were being carried
out on white rabbits.

A group of cheerful white-gowned young women met me and
escorted me to the rabbit house. Here an experiment was in
progress, in which a precisely-measured amount of bluish liquid,
fed in through a tube in the rabbit’s nose, within a few minutes
resulted in an artificial miscarriage, or abortion. They repeated
the procedure on several other members of the rabbit colony
and showed me charts with dosages and weights and ages of
rabbits, the various times it took for satisfactory abortion, ac-
cording to dosages and so on. The liquid came from a plant,
similar to indigo, and was in fact used by the Meo tribespeople
to dye their homespun cloth—and to produce abortions. The
rabbits showed no ill effects even after prolonged observation,
they said, nor did the young Meo tribeswomen. But further
investigation would be made before the plant juice would be
judged an acceptable “family planning” agent.

In this connection, Dr. Thach explained that it had been
known for a long time that certain old women among most of
the mountain tribespeople had secret contraceptive concoc-
tions, or at least those which produced abortions. The morals
of young people before marriage are, or used to be, notoriously
lax but babies born to unwed girls reduced considerably their
material value as brides. So the old women who kept the secret
of “the pill” were in great demand. But the strictest secrecy was
maintained, perhaps at first because of tribal rivalries over such
matters, but later because the French Catholic missionaries who
established themselves all over the country regarded such prac-
tices as outright handiwork of the devil. Punishments were
severe if the practitioners were discovered. So the secrets remained
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in the hands of a few old women and were passed on from
family to family. Dr. Thach and his researchers set to work to
pry out these secrets, once family planning became an official
project.

“It required prolonged political and ideological work,” said
Dr. Thach, “the tribespeople never yield their secrets easily,
especially the older people. It took a long time to gain their
confidence, but in the end they began to yield. Now we have
some really exciting perspectives.” And he went on to describe
the effects of one plant which produces temporary sterility after
swallowing one single dose and fertility again by a single dose
of an antidote, also from a local plant. If the antidote is not
taken, sterility remains for all time. The plants have already
been found, the juices extracted and they are at present under-
going laboratory tests, whereas the indigo-type abortion-provoker
bas already passed laboratory and clinical tests. The potentials
of the sterility-fertility philter are obviously overwhelming. Dr.
Thach is very cautious in professional conversations about the
potentials, but is also excited about the prospects of his country
capturing a world market in what could be the most popular
medicament of our time. “One of the roles of advanced medical
science,” he said, “is to explain scientifically the almost miracu-
lous properties of many of the medicinal plants. There are cer-
tain leaves, for instance, used by the tribespeople that reduce
fractures and help the bones set in a fraction of the time of our
most advanced methods. Our doctors are studying plants that
are very effective against arteriosclerosis, others against malaria
and a wide variety of intestinal diseases.”

Life expectancy had doubled during the previous decade from
30 to 60 years, the adult death rate having dropped from 20
per thousand in 1955 to six per thousand in 1964, infant mor-
tality in the same period having dropped from 300 to 28 per
thousand. “Our people live much longer and die much older
and this means we have to do lots of experimental and clinical
research in diseases like arteriosclerosis, chronic bronchitis and
cancer with which we had little to do in the past,” Dr. Thach
explained. “We do not let the war interfere with such research.
As far as surgery is concerned we gained some world attention
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with liver operations and now for the past few years we have
been successfully carrying out throat cancer operations.”

Referring again to the importance he and his colleagues in
the Health Ministry attach to the study of medicinal plants and
traditional medicine, Dr. Thach said: “Clinical results obtained
from many of these medicines pose theoretical problems for
which our doctors, chemists and biologists must find the answers
in their laboratories. In this way medical research, medical ob-
servation and experimental medicine are closely linked. The
problems are numerous and complicated but if we combine
modern knowledge and practice with the experience of tradi-
tional medicine, we hope, bit by bit, to find the answer to prob-
lems that baffie us now. To have the most simple and efficient
treatments within the grasp of all, requires a very high level of
modern science.”

At the pilot hamlet of Quang An, mentioned in an earlier
chapter, I noticed that 110 medicinal plants growing in the
vicinity had been listed; samples of most of them had been
planted in the small garden of the local clinic. And in the local
pharmacy, alongside one cabinet for modern medicine such as
streptomycin and other antibiotics, there was another cabinet
for traditional medicines, some of them little packets of pow-
dered roots or crumbled leaves. All medicine, western and tradi-
tional, was sold only by prescription. The local health officer
assured me that 85 per cent of patients were cured by traditional
medicine. The pharmacy was run by the agricultural coopera-
tive. In the same courtyard as the general clinic was also the
maternity clinic where 48 babies were scheduled for delivery
during 1966.

At Hanoi’s University Surgical Hospital, the director, Pro-
fessor Tung, took me to see a strikingly handsome young lad,

17 years of age, who had recently been brought to Hanoi from )
Vinh for a bone graft. He was a third-cycle student, a member
of the school’s self-defense unit. Planes came to attack an anti- §
aircraft battery near his school. He had rushed out, pointed his
light machine gun at 2 diving plane and started firing. “Then §
there was a tremendous explosion,” he said, “and next thing I
was rolling down a small ravine and my leg was covered with ;
blood.” Professor Tung, one of North Vietnam’s finest surgeons, 3
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who acted as interpreter, explained that this was a rare case,
brought to Hanoi for treatment. “He was a brilliant pupil,” he
said, “and showed such great courage that it was thought excep-
tional efforts should be made to save his leg. He lay for two
months in a district hospital, but it became evident that only
a bone graft of the type we do here could save the leg. We have
started work, and will save it. We are using a bit of young calf
bone, very suitable for such a case. His leg will be permanently
stiff because of the knee injury.”

“What do you think about that?” I asked the lad.

“I would willingly give my leg or my life for my country,”
he said so spontaneously and with such 2 warm smile that it was
clear the words came straight from his heart. The point Pro-
fessor Tung wanted to make was that it was very rare that
surgical cases were brought to Hanoi.

“Almost all operations are carried out in the district hos-
pitals,” he said. “It is very rare that patients are brought to
provincial hospitals and even rarer to Hanoi. Of the many
thousands wounded since the Americans started their bombings,
only 31 have come to this hospital, and ours is the chief surgical
hospital in Hanoi. The Ministry has made an enormous effort
to adapt the district hospitals to our war needs and to train
more of our doctors in war surgery. At the present time, we
have over 200 district hospitals able to cope with their fore-
seeable problems.”

At the Gia Lam district hospital, which had been moved out
of its almost new threestory building in the Hanoi outskirts
into a centuries-old Buddhist pagoda, I found that the 100 beds
were served by 90 medical personnel, including nine doctors
of whom two were surgeons, and ten assistant-doctors (with two
years of medical training). The hospital served 33 villages, each
of which had a small four-to-five-bed clinic with a qualified
nursing sister in charge, and 147 agricultural cooperatives. In
the nine months since it had been evacuated to the pagoda, 150
operations had been performed, many of them by the aid of
the six-volt bicycle lamp, referred to earlier. Eight of the opera-
tions had been for appendicitis and 30 Caesareans.

“In the case of intensified bombardments of the Hanoi area,
could you cope?” I asked the doctor in charge.
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“There are also two stand-by field hospitals in this district,
each with 200 beds,” he replied. “With their help, and the local
village clinics, we think we can cope.” He showed me emergency
surgical kits, packed in small leather suitcases, used by mobile
teams. The air pump for administering ether was a football #
bladder, but the surgical kits, made in Germany, looked very =
efficient. The hospital sterilizer was made from a sand-packed,
cut-down petrol drum and could be heated by charcoal or wood.
I noticed another modern one, gleaming under its wrappings, |
standing by for the day when electricity was available. A vacuum
pump for extraction of liquids, I noted, was adapted from an
ordinary bicycle pump. A cabinet, in which certain medicines
had to be maintained at set temperatures, was heated by a |
petrol lamp. “Improvisation is part of ministerial policy,” ex- |
plained my guide. “We want all our hospital staffs to think in {:
these terms and get used to producing first-class results with the
minimum of modern equipment.”

On the walls of the pagoda, I noticed a lifesize scientific }
drawing in chalk of certain anatomical aspects in the technique
of family planning—free lessons for any patients who cared to |
glance. The scores of lacquered Buddhas looked on with benign §
indifference. In any case, the educational wall drawings will lose
their importance if Dr. Thach wins out with his sterility-fertility §
elixir. §

Before I completed the check-up on the medical system, I |
asked Minister Thach what happened with wounded captured
pilots.

“The Americans have once again demonstrated their desire |
for peace by their savage bombardments of Nam Dinh city,” he }
replied, “by the use of their B-52's against Quang Binh province: §
and their escalation of attacks against the suburbs of Hanoi and §
Haiphong. The list of our children, men and women, the sick, §
lepers, TB patients, that they have killed is a long one. Also
the list of schools, hospitals, homes and roads that they've de-
stroyed. They are criminals and deserve to be punished as such. §
Nevertheless, if they are captured wounded, we treat them with
exactly the same care that we give to our own patients.”

Chapfer7
WOMEN AT WAR

When North Vietnam’s leaders start to speak of the role their
women are playing their faces take on an ecstatic look,. thei‘r
eyes go moist, their voices husky. If that is an exaggeration, it
is a small one. Not only the leaders, but most of the men act
the same way when the subject is raised. With this war, Viet-
namese women have come really into their own. In a few, short
years, they have sprung out of the underprivilegcd: s.tatus.im-
posed by centuries of feudalism, capped by colomahsm,_ into
their leading role in national life today. Before the-y were indis-
pensable only as wives and mothers. Now they are indispensable
as economic producers, as a great labor force, as farm and
factory managers, directors of hospitals and, where neec% be, as
combatants. Above all, they represent the great economic force
that has freed the men for what is universally referred to as the
“front’—whether it is the actual combat front, the hard,. d:'m-
gerous construction jobs in the mountains, or the road-building
and repair fronts.

The women are glorying and thriving in their new role. Tl.ley
have been swirled up in the whirlwind of the new r?voluuon
that is sweeping the countryside and shaking it to its roots.
Probably Vietnamese women will never be the same again. They
are now the “more than equals” in Vietnamese society, the real
indispensables. They have earned themselves a new statl.ls'a-nd
are living up to their new role with digm'ty, respons1b.111_ty,
courage—and gaiety. Above all, they remain very feminine
despite having assumed very masculine responsibilities. i}

“When the pirates come the women must also take to arms,
is an ancient Vietnamese saying. It was quoted to me many
times in explaining the heroic role of Yietnamese women
throughout history, starting with the two sisters, Trung Trac
and Trung Nhi, who in 40 A.p. put themselves at the head _of an
army which rallied the people and drove the Han (Chinese)
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invaders out of the country. The Trung sisters founded a king-
dom which lasted three years. Then the Hans came back.
Over the past few years, women in the North have become
relatively emancipated. Feudal customs still die hard in some
of the villages. Parents still want to arrange marriages; many
still want their daughters to lacquer their teeth and wear button-
at-the-neck blouses and stick to such traditional women'’s work
as planting out rice seedlings, looking after ducks, selling farm
products in the market and so on. But in general, the young
people have broken away from that. According to the latest
available data, women occupy 48 per cent of jobs in light in-
dustry, 45 per cent in handicrafts, 38 per cent in administration,
32 per cent in state trading organs, and 23 per cent in heavy
industry. :
And that was the situation before the American bombers
struck. By now the women are doing the overwhelmingly greater
part of productive work—70 to 80 per cent of the work in agri-
culture alone. Not only unskilled work. Education Minister
Nguyen Van Huyen had talked about the specialized training
courses in agriculture, opened at village level for women, after
the American attacks started and the men took off for the fronts.
“The participation of women in collective labor has been the
basis for our development,” said Le Thu, the be-spectacled,
gentle-faced woman from the international affairs department
of the Women’s Association in Hanoi. “In many cases, after 12
years of taking part in collective labor, they have reached the
level of higher education. As far as salaries are concerned we
have complete equality with the men, equal pay for equal work.
We receive State aid for the family during pregnancy, paid
leave before and after child-birth, etc. That’s something com-
pletely new in the history of our country. One great source of
joy for us women is that our children, all our children, girls and
boys, go to school. In the old days the girls had to look after
their little brothers and sisters. In any case, there was usually
no room for them in the schools. All this has greatly contributed
to the real emancipation of our women and explains the enthu-
siasm with which we have thrown ourselves into the new tasks
imposed by the war. On March 19, 1965, after the first American
attacks, the leaders of our country allotted three principal tasks
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to the women: Stimulate production and defend the mother-
land, insure the day-to-day life of the people, take part in
combat.

“The main task is to work in production. In our society now
there is a new distribution of work. Women are very apt for
productive work, especially in agriculture and light industry.
When the men take off, guns in hand, for the front, it’s the
women who must replace them in the factories and fields. When
the rear is solid, the men at the front are more assured, they
feel fortified for the struggle. If the enemy comes where we are
working, we women will also engage in combat. That is clear.

“For us women, by taking part in production our funda-
mental rights are asserted, equality with the men in all spheres,
in technical and administrative capacity, and in education.”

She explained with a sigh that some of her sisters were not
satisfied with the “passive” role of being mainly producers. They
felt that point three of the leaders’ directive was the main thing;
they wanted to get into the fight with guns in their hands, or
at least pass the ammunition, care for the wounded, look after
transport and supplies. But Directive 99, which the Lao Dong
(Workers Party) central committee had approved in relation
to women’s activities, had stressed that production was the main
task and also that women should “do everything to insure the
well-being of the old people, the women and children, because
the war increases their hardships every day.” Based on the tasks
set, the Women’s Association had launched a movement called
the “three responsibilities,” parallel to the “three readies”
adapted by the youth. Textually this included:

(1) Replace the men, free them for combat duties.

(2) Take charge of the family, encourage husband and chil-
dren to leave for the front.

(8) Serve or take part in combat when necessary.

These three points calmed the feelings of even the most
ardent of the members, according to Le Thu, because it was
also made clear that the Americans having launched the chal-
lenge by attacking North and South of the 17th parallel, the
question of reunification of the country was on the order of the
day. The main content of the national task was defined as “de-
fend production and continue to build socialism, defend the
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North and liberate the South for the reunification of the coun-
try.” As far as the women were concerned, there was to be no
more nonsense about paying lip-service to the idea that the war
was to be fought in two isolated compartments. For them there
was one single front, one single national task. Arms would not
be laid down, husbands and sons would not be called home
until the Americans had called off their attacks against the
North, been chased out of the South and the country had been
reunified.

This was made even more clear when Le Thu said: “The
most characteristic trait is that the revolutionary and patriotic
spirit of the women is on the upsurge. The will to take part in
the liberation of the South is a very strong motive for our
women. Two months after the movement was launched, over
two million women had adhered to it, in the plains as in the
mountains, from the 17th parallel to the most distant coastal
islands.”

She went on to explain that in order to “steel themselves and
learn to acquire revolutionary virtues,” women from the non-
attacked areas went to Quang Binh and Vinh Linh provinces
where the fight was hottest, to learn how their sisters tilled the
fields and brought in the harvest despite the daily bombard-
ments. “The leading comrades from down there come here to
make reports. We send cadres from our Association down there
and we publish booklets to publicize the experiences of the
women in the front line. Wherever the Americans attack they
find women as heroic in combat as in production.”

In my own travels, I came across young women everywhere
who had distinguished themselves in combat, often in most
unusual circumstances—the young woman at the Ghep ferry, 1§
who seized the tiller under enemy fire after the helmsman had §
been killed and his replacement badly wounded; the fragile girl
wht_) carried boxes of ammunition twice her own weight during 4
a v.ltal battle for the Ham Rong bridge; another from the same
unit who rushed to the river bank under exploding bombs to §
save a barge filled with rice. Teen-age girls made repeated trips §
under exploding bombs and machine-gun fire to carry kinder-
garten toddlers to safety. Scores and scores of girls blushed, em- .
barrassed to the tips of their hair, when their colleagues related
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their exploits to me. Many villages in the coastal areas now have
tiny war museums, with bits of American planes and pilot’s
equipment and the photos of those who have sacrificed their
lives in combat. A high proportion of the latter are village girls.

I saw young women from a Nam Dinh fruit-canning plant
doing most realistic bayonet drills; one line with bayonetted
rifles in hand lunging ferociously at another line of girls who
had nothing in their hands, but expertly parried the thrusts and
tried to wrench the weapons away from their “opponents.” They
are slim, beautiful girls, but strong as spring steel. In any sneak
landing attempts, the Americans would find themselves con-
fronted by tens of thousands of such young women, well versed
in hand-to-hand combat. At the fruit-canning plant, 80 per cent
of the workers were young women who also made up 90 per
cent of the self-defense corps, most of the men workers being on
the elderly side. They had permanent anti-aircraft positions set
up along the river bank, including 12.7 and 20mm heavy ma-
chine guns all manned by girls, already veterans of 16 battles
to keep planes away from their factory. The same thing is true
in Haiphong where the factory self-defense units in many cases
were almost exclusively composed of women, well trained in
the arms they were expected to use. The fact that the deputy
chief of the Liberation Army in the South is a woman, Nguyen
Thi Dinh, was a source of satisfaction and inspiration for the
women of the North, I found.

“Our women,” continued Le Thu, “now represent 70 to 80
per cent of the labor force in the agricultural cooperatives.
There, where the fight is very tough, the women are very proud;
they have promised never to retreat. Production today demands
not only sweat but blood. In the most dangerous spots there
are groups of young girls, the vanguard, the most courageous,
to continue the work. Their slogan is: ‘Never Retreat.’

“Very often, leaving for the front, the husbands prepare shel-
ters for their wives, alongside the field where they will be work-
ing. But the latter rarely use them, only when the bombers are
right over their heads. Sometimes the planes hang around for
a long time in the same spot. But they stay there 100, to snatch
away the harvest. There are cases where the bombs fall while-
the women are carrying back the sheaves, the blast sending them:
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in one direction, the sheaves in another. But as soon as they are
on their feet again, they gather up the sheaves and carry on.
In such moments, they tell us, they feel especially strongly united
with their husbands at the front. Wherever they work, there
are self-defense units on permanent duty and first-aid teams to
help the wounded. When we speak of the ‘battle for the harvest’,
it is no longer against nature that we must fight but against a
very cruel, very dangerous enemy.”

Even the fact that the women have had to take over agricul-
tural production has contributed to the “technical revolution”
in the countryside. It has speeded up the drive to lighten physi-
cal work. Instead of bashing the grain out of the sheaves by
hand as formerly, there are now treadle-operated threshing ma-
chines. Instead of the back-breaking work of hand-weeding, there
are small wheeled implements that are pushed along between
the rows. Instead of husking the rice by pounding it in a pestle,
there are now mechanical huskers in most cooperatives. Most
“revolutionary” of all, as far as the women are concerned, is
that instead of carrying the sheaves back in baskets suspended
from each end of a bamboo carrying pole, as has been done for
centuries, the sheaves are now hauled in small handcarts, the
terraces between the rice fields having been specially enlarged
to permit their passage. Widening of the terraces has gone hand
in hand with a changed irrigation system and the work of level-
ing off the fields, so that dozens of patch fields formerly sepa-
rated by.narrow terraces because of the different levels are now
transformed into one perfectly level field. The crazy patch-work
mosaic of fields and terraces, so typical of the past, is disappear-
ing in favor of large, rectangular or square fields, alternately
intersected by irrigation channels and the new wide, and often
metal-surfaced bund paths—a very important aspect of the “rev-
olution.”

“Our women are very glad to learn the new methods,” con-
tinued Le Thu. “Their husbands will have plenty to learn from
them when they return. They take part in courses for technical
improvement. They plant the rows of rice seedlings closer, in
straight lines to enable mechanical weeding, in east-west rows
to enable the sun to do its work better; seed selection is better
to increase yields. It is very largely because our women have
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mastered these new techniques that many cooperatives reached
five tons per hectare in 1965; also because our women are very
hard-working. In certain provinces, some women got in up to
400 work-days for the year.”

A work-day is based on a quota of ten points which repre-
sents a certain area ploughed, planted, weeded or other defined
tasks. In certain cooperatives that I visited, there were women
who often earned 30 to 35 points a day. Before the American
attacks, when there was a manpower surplus on the land, it was
rare for a co-op member to get in more than 170 work-days a
year and the average was far below that, especially in the coastal
plains and the Red River delta.

For their part in the two-year economic plan, the “three-
responsibilities” women in the countryside had pledg_ed them-
selves to push for more mechanization, to reduce physical effort
but intensify the work done, to attain five tons of rice per
hectare all over the country, to learn to plough properly and
prepare the seed in the seedling nurseries, to learn how to thatch
the roofs with rice straw after the harvest, and also to learn
the elements of carpentry. Their menfolk were really in for
surprises!

As for industry, the gentle Le Thu continued: “There the
task is quickly to train new semiskilled workers. Those who
are already skilled take on novices to work alongside the'm for
training. There are also evening courses in different specialties.
To train teams of women capable of management jobs, there
are weeks and even months when they practice self-management.
That is to say, during one week or one month, the _women
themselves take over management. The training of technical .and
management cadres has been very successful. The trade unions
helped a great deal.” She went on to cite the example of HaI}O{ s
“March 8” textile mill, where 1,906 of the “three-responsibil-

ities” workers had mastered two or three specialties. The prin-
ciple of the drive for technical improvement was that not f)nly
must they improve their qualifications in their own specxa!ty
but they should learn one or two more, so they would be in-
terchangeable.

“Two hundred weavers,” continued Le Thu, “have not only
become skilled weavers but they have learned to work at the







	img001.pdf
	img002.pdf
	img003.pdf
	img004.pdf
	img005.pdf
	img006.pdf
	img007.pdf
	img008.pdf
	img009.pdf
	img010.pdf
	img011.pdf
	img012.pdf
	img013.pdf
	img014.pdf
	img015.pdf
	img016.pdf
	img017.pdf
	img018.pdf
	img019.pdf
	img020.pdf
	img021.pdf
	img022.pdf
	img023.pdf
	img024.pdf
	img025.pdf
	img026.pdf
	img027.pdf
	img028.pdf
	img029.pdf
	img030.pdf
	img031.pdf
	img032.pdf
	img033.pdf
	img034.pdf
	img035.pdf
	img036.pdf
	img037.pdf
	img038.pdf
	img039.pdf
	img040.pdf
	img041.pdf
	img042.pdf
	img043.pdf
	img044.pdf
	img045.pdf
	img046.pdf
	img047.pdf
	img048.pdf
	img049.pdf

