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"WE'RE FROM NGHE AN"

It so happened that [ was in Vietnam as TASS correspondent when
the country was fending off the U.S. aggression. The deepest
impressions are of my short stay in the southern provinces in June 1965.

The war was in its third month. Black smoke hovered on the horizon.
It rose from burning houses, fields, and jungle. Banana leaves pinned on
netting camouflaged our jeep, for it was a rare minutes that no U.S.
bombers roarcd overhead.

Bomb craters marred the frontline roads. At river crossings we
waited for nightfall. At after-dark markets beside the jetties, in the light
of frail oil-lamps, old women sold bananas and coconuts, litchis and
huge crabs. Travellers like us examined the wares in the light of torches,
bargaining in subdued, somewhat guilty, voices. From across the river,
a few miles away, came the noise of battle - bombs bursting, guns going
off, and a red glow colouring the dark sky. Under attack was the
provincial capital of Vinh.

It took us all night to cover the few miles to Vinh. Indeed, an
unbcarably hot sun was rising when we finally drove into its streets. The
almost deserted township met us with wildly shrieking air-raid sirens,
which did not stop screaming all day. We had heard in Hanoi about
Vinh being a target of fierce raids, but what we saw in those first few
hours defied the imagination. Anti-aircraft guns roared continuously. So
loudly did they roar that we could not hear oursclves speak. The sky
was studded with the whitish bursts of flak shells. The shrill wailing of
falling bombs madc us want to drop on our bellics. Wave after wave
came the U.S. bombers from the directions of Tonkin Bay.

In the deep of night, completely fagged out by the Junc heat. we
made our way by invisible pathways, across ricc paddics, 10 onc of the
near-by villages. Here we would sleep the rest of the night. Someone v
our party asked the guide, a local militiaman, how peoplc could bea!

b}




this life. He replicd half in jest: "We’re from Nghé An". Latcr, revisiting
the place, I often heard people speak the same phrase. "We're from
Nghé An", they said when telling us about the latest air-raids, about the
good harvest of rice they had grown, about a poem some local poet had
written, and the songs young girls hereabouts sang so well at their
camouflaged flak emplacements.

What made Ngh¢ An, a province that had since becn merged with Ha
Tinh and given a new name, Nghé¢ Tinn - what madc it unusual and
what made it an object of pride? It had none of the haunting beauty of
Ha Long, Bay of the Submerged Dragon, that cighth wonder of the
world. It had none of the picturesque landscapes of mountainous
northern Viét Bic or of the southern Teinguen plateau with its seething
waterfalls and deep caves. Nor had it the fine natural bights and beaches
of Cam Ranh and Nha Trang. On the contrary, Nghé¢ An Province had
long since been associated in people’s minds with the yellow forests,
the impassable marshy jungle in the Truong Son foothills teeming with
beasts of prey, vipers and poison insects, and the ominous Lao wind, the
torrid wind that came in summertime from the mountains of Laos and
scorched the earth until it cracked, that burned the grass and the trees,
and made all living things gasp for air. Destructive typhoons did not spare
this long-suffering land. The tribal legends of the Moi hillsmen mention
hurricanes that bear away people and cattle and that even move mountains.
On top of that, Nature had denied Central Vietnam fertile land. People
hereabouts had always lived in poverty, and never had enough to eat.

The province is known not for its natural wealth, but for its people.
None but the strong could survive, and come out winners. Local people
had unbending willpower, and many left an indelible mark in the 4,000-
year history of Vietnam. ’

Since time immemorial the land here was peopled by proud,
hot-tempered, freedom-loving Vietnamese. In medieval times, they
were always the first to respond to the call of legendary generals, the
first to take up arms and liberate the country from invaders. Many an
emperor and many a peasant chief had picked Ngh¢ An as their base to
block the way south to the invading armies of Chinese feudal lords.

Here, too, they recruited armies, which they sent north to free the land
from incursdrs.

Many of the patriotic movements had their start here during the days
of French colonial rule. In 1930, the first people’s Soviets of workers’
and peasants’deputies were formed here, in the provinces of Nghé An
and Ha Tinh. That had been the first organised action of the Vietnamese
proletariat under the leadership of the Communist Party. It was a dress
rehearsal for the August Revolution of 1945 that liberated the
Vietnamese from the colonial yoke. On the walls of the Thailao
Memorial near Vinh, erected to immortalise the heroes of Vietnam’s
Soviet movement are inscribed the names of the 217 revolutionaries
who fell at the hands of the colonialists. '

Nghé¢ An Province has given the country many eminent
personalities. This applies especially to Nam Dan County North of
Vinh. There isn’t a village there that hadn’t given birth to a national
hero - an ancient general, a great poet, or an outstanding revolutionary.
That, indeed, was where Ho Chi Minh, that great Vietnamese, was born
on May 19, 1890. There he grew to manhood.

The future leader came into the world in one of the most difficult
periods of Vietnam’s history. In the mid-19th century, in a bid to outdo
his uncle Bonaparte, French Emperor Napoleon III set about
colonialising Asia. And one of his first targets was Vietnam.

Until then, its main enemies had been the Chinese feudal dynasties.
For nearly ten centuries (from 39 B.C. until 939), they had ruled
Vietnam, and later, too, had repeatedly invaded the country, though
invariably suffering defeat. In the early 15th century, for example, after
a long and fatiguing struggle headed by a fisherman’s son, Le Loi, and
scholar Nguyén Tri, the Ming rulers were chased out of the country.
Then after three centuries of independence, a new, no less dangerous
enemy made an appearance.

In August 1858, a French squadron, which included a few Spanish
warships, attacked the fortress of Da Néang that covered the road to Hué,
the imperial capital. A year later, the squadron captured Saigon. Though
their military superiority was undisputable, the invaders failed to force
Vietnam to its knees. Vietnamese historians compare the French
colonialists to silkworms who consumed the mulberry leaf little by
little. Not until 1883, all of 25 years later, did the imperial court of
Vietnam sign an uncqual treaty, acknowledging French supremacy.




The colonialists partitioned the country into the three regions, each '

with a different status. South Vietnam became a French colony named
Cochin China (Nam B0 in Vietnamese), while North and Central
Victnam were named Tonkin and Annam (Bic Bo and Trung BO)
respectively, and given the status of French protectorates. Formally,
they retained a Vietnamese administration, even their cmperor. All
affairs, however, were run by the French - a governor in Cochin China
and the chief residents in Tonkin and Annam.

But the Westerners were not able to take rcal charge until much
later. In the reed-grown valleys of the South, the jungles of the North,
and the mountains of the Central plateau, guerillas harassed the
invaders. In 1885, twelve-year-old Emperor Ham Nghi, enthroned the
year before, and his regent, fled to the hills. A fortified base had been
built there beforehand, from which he called on his countrymen to take
up arms. The liberation movement under the feudal gentry got to be
known as Can Vuong, the Royalist Movement. Not until the late 1890s
did the French colonialists finally manage to capture the rebel emperor,
and thereafter suppress the main guerilla bases.

The capture of Him Nghi and the enthronement of his brother Dong
Khédnh, who swore loyalty to the French, did not, however, end the
armed resistance. The Vietnamese continued to resist for ncarly twenty
years more. In Central Vietnam, the fight was carried on by the feudal
gentry under the leadership of the "first scholar" of Ha Tinh Province,
Phan Dinh Phung. In North Vietnam, the colonialists were not given a
minute’s respite by a guerilla army under a peasant general, Hoang Hoa
Tham, who was assassinated by a traitor in 1913. Still, his main forces
continued the resistance until the early 1920s. Poems and songs were
composed to extol the bravery of the guerillas and their chiefs.

But those were the last bursts of a dying gale. While singing the
praises of the unbending patriots, the songs also bemoaned the loss of
freedom and independence. Vietnam arrived at the turn of the 20th
century wearing chains of slavery.

Not that it had resigned itself to its fate. It waited for more propitious
times, for the birth of new hcrocs who would raise the banner of
national liberation. And though the hour of victory was still far away, its
heralds were already beginning to appear in towns and villages.

THOUGHTS OF FREEDOM
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"Knceling humbly, I venture to beg the forgiveness of Your Majesty
for the mistake His faithful army made of being far away and for failing
to protect You from traitors and encmies. For reasons ill-fated, Heaven
had willed that Your Majesty’s most faithful servants should have been

far away..."

Thus wrote Regent Ton That Dam to the Son of Ileaven, Ham Nghi,
on learning that the young emperor had been taken prisoner. There upon
Regent Dam committed suicide. Before he died, he madce the mandarins
and scholars in his party promise never to scrve the invaders.

Mcanwhile, the emperor and his retinue were brought to Hu€ in
chains and shipped off to France. The prisoner was scventeen, but his
behaviour was dignificd and his sclf-control surprising in onc so young.
He looked bravely in his cnemy’s faces, and left his country with
proudly raised head.

The man who told this story to his twelve-year-old son, adjusted the
ill-smelling oil lamp. The boy had been listening raptly, cyes wide open,
tcars rolling slowly down his checks. He wore a black handwoven
jacket. Two funny locks of hair bobbed on his shaven head. For boys
to have the locks was the custom of those days.

Why, he asked, had the forcigners won so easily? Not easily, his
father replied - it took them ncarly thirty years.

"If you want to know," he added, "the Resistance isn’t entirely dead
today."

The boy liked those cvenings at home, and his father’s endless
storics of near and distant times. It was impenctrably dark outside. In
the room, the murky light of the oil lamp cast shadows on the walls.
His father, Nguyén Sinh Sdc, was the most Icarned man in the village.
He had had a Confucian education. He knew the Four Books and the
Five Classics of the ancient Confucian doctrine, and had only recently
returned triumphant from the capital, where he had passed his civil
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service examinations, an exceedingly rigorous selcction among
aspirants to high honours. By imperial grace, Sinh Sac had been granted
the title of phd bang, an academic degree of the second class.

In old Vietnam, people usually had more than one name. The first
was given at birth. At school age the child received an official,
"scholarly" name. So, the boy’s father gave him a name that reflected
the elation he feft at having passed his civil service examiaations -
Nguyén Tat Thanh, meaning Nguyén the Triumphant.

In feudal Vietnam the title of phd bdng gave its holder the right to
take some important office in the central administration. But Thianh’s
father declined the post he was offered in the imperial capital. Young
men often recalled his explanation: "Officials are slaves among slaves,
perhaps even worse."

Not until eight years later, when the family suffered financial
difficulties, did he accept the post of county chicf in Binh Dinh
Province. But he defied the higher authorities by refusing to punish
those who failed to pay their debts, backing peasant protests against
excessive taxes, and allowing the unjustly imprisoned to go free. So,
within a few months, the governor dismissed him.

Thanh’s father belonged to the peculiar feudal estate of provincial
scholars. Traditionally, they were devoted students of the doctrines of
Confucius and Mencius (Meng-tse) that had reached Vietnam from
China in the 15th century. But Confucianism, say present-day
Vietnamese historians, was not an entirely correct appellation, because
on Vietnamese soil the teaching of Confucius came under the influence
of local patriotic tradition, and acquired some essentially progressive
features.

The Chinese feudal rulers and their Vietnamese collaborationists
sought to cultivate the more reactionary Confucian maxims, those of
worship of authority, conservatism, dogmatism, and scholastic
education, while the patriotic and progressive members of the feudal
Vietnamese educated class laid emphasis on Confucianism’s rational
and positive elements. They went farther still, and adapted the teaching
to the needs of the struggle for national liberation, changing it into a
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spirited patriotic doctrine that was often even anti-monarchic. That was
why in Victnam Confucian scholars were often revered as national
heroes, leaders of liberation wars, chiefs or participants in peasant

rebellions.

Onc of the principal Confucian commandments, frung, loyalty,
mcant unquestioning obedience to the emperor, whereas its Vietnamese
variety, trung, meant loyalty with rescrvations - if the emperor was a
patriot it was associated with him; if he bowed to the enemy, loyalty
to him was not obligatory.

With the coming of the French, the Confucianists, those nobles of
the spirit, were the mainstay of the Vietnamese monarchy as long as it
headed the Resistance. But most of them turned their backs on the
Nguyén dynasty when if finally went into the conquerors’service after
the defeat of the Can Vuong movement. In contrast to Christianity,
which the colonialists forcibly cultivated, Confucianism was then
considered the symbol of everything truly Vietnamese.

Thanh’s father was a faithful follower of the patriotic Confucianist
party. He wanted to instil the party’s patriotic ideals in his children.
And it was thanks to his beneficial influence that Thanh, who studied
the Confucian classics like other boys of his age, absorbed a system of
ideological and political views that were a variety of the Confucian
teaching steeped in Victnamese patriotism.

The villagers were fond of Thanh’s father. They respected him. In
1901, shortly before the examinations, his wife died at the age of
thirty-two, followed to the grave by the youngest, fourth, child. The
grieving father sent his two sons and a daughter to live with his late
wife’s parents, and went to Hué€. On learning how well he had passed
his civil service examinations, the people of his village, Kim Lién
agreed at a communal meeting to allot him, their first phé bdng, a plot
of land and to build him a new house. He and his children soon moved
into a fairly roomy straw-roofed bamboo structure between the smithy
and the village pond.

The furniture in Thanh’s room consisted of a hammock and a
roughly made wooden tabic and bench. The family turned the yard,
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surrounded by densc thickets of bamboo trees and banana palms, into
a garden with arcca palms, lemon and pomclo trees, and a lonc
breadfruit trec which bore them large round rough-skinned fruits as big
as pumpkins.

Kim Lién village had scveral ponds where the greenish duckreed
was studded here and there with the white and pale pink lotus, king of
all flowers. Indecd, Kim Li¢n meant Village of the Golden Lotus. Little
Thanh liked watching the villagers pull out the morning’s catch of fish,
and would himsclf angle with other village boys now and then. Water
buffalocs escaped from the heat and flics in the ponds, their black heads
sticking out of the water, and their sad cyes looking lazily upon the world.

Always, village boys would climb upon their backs, and play on
their reed-pipes.

The boys and girls of Golden Lotus village, like thosc of the
surrounding villages, were fond of music from infancy. The people of
Nghe An were convineed that Nguyén Du, the pride of Vietnamese classic
literaturc, grew up to be a great poct because he was born in their
province, and had lcarned the art of improvisation in childhood. Pcople
here-abouts were fond of folk songs and old lullabics extolling naturce
and cultivating love for the native land. Nguyén Tat Thanh knew those
songs by heart. In fact, his aunt was renowned up and down the country
as a first class singer, and was often invited to neighbouring countics.

2

The people of Golden Lotus village were poor. There was not
cnough arable to feed all of them. Besides, much of the land was owned
by a fcw rich familics. Most of the others were tenants dragging out a
miscrable existence. For lack of clothes, the men wore cotton trunks
the ycar round, earning their village the nickname PdGi Kho, the
trouserless.

Thanh saw poverty and suffering cach day. Officials pitilessly
cxacted taxes, and the village hcadman, a member of the gentry, rivalled
their greed. Whatever was left was requisitioned by the rich landlords.
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Take old man Dien’s family living in the housc next door. Did they
ever eat their fill? Just once a year, during the Tet holiday, when the
peasants slaughtered the last of their chickens and pigs, and bought rice
wine to at least forget their misery for a while.

Sceing how poor people were, and how ruined villagers went to
fown to carn a livelihood, never to be heard of again, Thanh
remembered the splendid carriages of the royal dignitaries and the
forcign administrators in Hu¢, where his father once took him to watch
the sacrificial rites at the Altar of Heaven and Earth atop the picturesque
hill south of the capital.

Why was lifc so unjust?

Thinh was an impressionable child. Other people’s pain hurt him as
if it were his own. And the most staggering impression, onc that left
an indclible mark in his heart, was the tragedy that occurred on the Cia
Riao Road project.

Clia Rio was a canyon in the upper reaches of the Blue River on
the Victnam-Lao border. The road would run along the canyon, through
jungle that few men had cver trodden, to connect Laos and the western
part of Ngh¢ An Province with the shoreline of the Bay of Tonkin. The
colonial authoritics required all males of 18 to 50 to do foreed labour
on it. The conditions werce unbearable; marshy jungle, wild animals,
snakes, poison insccts, and miasmic air. The labourers were
half-starved.

They slept on the damp soil in the jungle, and, were mercilessly
beaten by the overscers. Many died. And those who did return, were
haggard and, starved, and suffering from tropical fever or rheumatism.
They told their fellow villagers how people died on the Ctra Rao Road,
and how the dead were wrapped in straw mats and buricd on the spot
because coffins were in short supply.

In Thanh's impressionable mind the days the villagers left for the
Clra Rao Road project were associated with funcrals. Women wept. The
entire village came to see off the departing. Thanh stood on the roadside
with the other village boys, and watched the bedraggled procession




And one of the sad songs that people sang, Thanh would remember all
his life:

Tall are the Purple Mountains,

Deep is the Great Sea.

The King has sold himself

To the French, dooming his

People to Grief and Misery.

Onc night, a clamour awakcned Thanh. Tam-tams werc beating,
women were crying in grief, and the village dogs were barking
furiously. Torches slashed the darkness now in one, now in another end
of the village. The frightened, sleepy boy asked his father what was up.

"Calm yourself, son. They’ve probably caught another wretch," his
father replied quietly. He stroked his son’s head with a shaking hand.

Thanh and his elder brother and sister saw a sad group of people in
the dim light of the torches: three men with hands tied, and a few
soldiers behind them. One of the prisoners was the father of his friend;
Thanh and he had flown kites together from the top of a near-by hill.
No, Thanh could not fall asleep that night, sobbing for pity or
constructing scenes of revenge.

There had been many more such troubled nights. Flccing from

backbreaking forced labour into the neighboring jungle, the peasants

were relentlessly hunted by guards.

The boy’s family was relieved of labour duties thanks to Father
having the title of phé bung. But the scholar was not indifferent to the
lot of his fellow villagers, many of whose children he had taught to read
and write.

After agonizing speculation on how to help the wretched
community, he sold the land the village had given him, and divided the
money among families whose breadwinners had been forced into the
road gangs.

The Cira Rao Road tragedy hurt Thanh’s sensibility. It made him
ponder in earnest. The suffering he saw opened his eyes to many of the
ills and injustices that reigned in colonial Vietnam. Thoughtful beyond
his years, he turned to books for answers to his many questions.

14

His father spoke with scorn about the outdated classical education.
It gave none of the knowledge needed in those days, though it did open
the door to an official’s career. But precisely an official’s career was
contrary to the feelings of the boy’s scholarly father. He preferred
telling the children instructive tales out of the country’s past. He taught
them the maxims and aphorisms of the old sages.

Patriotic thoughts struck a chord in Thanh’s heart. He enjoyed the
romantic prose of Nguyén Trai, thinker, poet, general, and first
Vietnamese utopian who drcamed of a prosperous life for all. Thanh
wept when reading the Proclamation of Victory Over the Ngoé (ngo
being the generic term for invaders):

The peoplé burnt in flames

Or buried in tombs of disaster.

To deceive Heaven and to deceive men,
The invaders killed and oppressed.
Humanity and justice were trampled, and
Taxes squeezed dry the living.

It seemed to Thanh that Nguyén Trii had written those lines quite
recently, yesterday perhaps, not five centuries ago.

Thanh’s family liked the poetry of the great Nguyén Du, who was
born in a neighboring village. His splendid novel in verse, Calling the
Wandering Souls, the harrowing tale of Kiéu, a young courtesan, victim
of feudal morals, was filled with a haunting beauty, grace and charm.
But what impressed itself on the hearts of young people was its
rebellious content. Nguyén Du’s novel was a challenge to the medieval
feudal morality that still reigned in the country. The loftiest characters
in it were those of Kiéu, who had sold herself to save her father and
eldest brother from the debtors’ pit, and Tur Hai, chief of the rebels, or
"bandit", as he was named at the imperial court. Tlir Hai’s monologue
is, in fact, an anthcm to liberty:

By sea or stream [ sailed where I wished.
So how can | be out of it now - cringing, not flying?

Submissive to the emperor’'s wishes?
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Is there no other way?

Am 1 to be an overfed dignitary?
Wear rich clothes and bow my head?
Not me. As long as my men are true
I'll practise my creed -

Pay gift for gift,

Sword thrust for sword thrust,

Just to be free...

The image of the unsubmissive Tir Hai, who refused to surrender
and dicd standing, picrced by encmy arrows, was for the patriotic young
people an incarnation of mythical heroces.

Lofty feclings, love of country and hatred of its conquerors were in
spired by the blind South Vietnamese poct, Nguyén Dinh Chicu. The
first bard of armed resistance, he called on his countrymen to fight the
French colonialists:

The living are fighting,

The dead are fighting,

The souls of the killed are in battle array.
No, the people will never surrender!

The day of reckoning will come.

Thanh grieved for the country’s lost freedom and admired thosc who
refused to bow to the invaders. In the village of Kim Lién there were
reminders of past battles and glorious men. Near Thanh’s house was
the Cormorant Pond, grown over with lotuses. The old men said a few
dozen years before the rebellious soul of their countrymen, Vuong Thic
Mau, found repose in its waters. Responding to the call of the Can
Vuong movement, Mau had formed a large guerilla unit and hit the
cnemy. The last battle of his life occurred in the streets of the village.
When Mau was seize, he cursed his captors, tore himself free, and dived
into the pond. His hands were tied behind his back, and he drowncd.

All Kim Lién revered Hoang Xuan Khanh, a man-legend who was
the uncle of Thanh’s mother. He had fought bravely in Hoang Hoa
Thidm’s rebel detachment, and was scized when he came home.
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Tortured right before Ngh¢ An’s provincial governor, he bit off part of
his tongue and did not betray any of his comrades. He was banished to
death island Poulo Condore. But he did not die. After serving the term
of his exile, mutc and sick, he returned to his native and was, to the
end of his days, a faithful comrade of all patriotic villagers.

Thanh heard from his father of his famous relatives and
fcllow-villagers, and of other heroes of the glorious past and bitter
present of his country. His first school teacher Vuong Thic Qui, the
cldest son of a rebel chief, told him tales out of history.

Vuong had sworn revenge on his father’s grave. He became a highly
educated man. He passed his civil scrvice examinations, and started a
primary school on returning to his native village. He cultivated in his
pupils love of country and knowledge of its heroic history. H6 Chi Minh
remembered Vudng all his life with deep warmth. When he was a
professional revolutionary, he had, indeed, used the name Vuong as one
of his many party aliases in remembrance of his first teacher.

Thanh and his childhood friends wanted to know the surrounding
world. Legendary events had occurred in bygone days on the bank of
the Blue River, in whose quick waters the boys found relief from the
heat. When they climbed to the top of the hill outside the village, a
breathtaking view opened before them.

Northward, they saw a hill where, as legend had it, the chief of one
of the biggest uprisings against the rule of the Celestial Empire, Mai
Hic D&, was born. This uprising in the year 722 culminated in victory,
with the Chinese feudal lords being driven out of Vietnam for a time.

On the other bank of the river, almost exactly opposite the hill on
which the boys were standing, lay the native village of Phan Dinh
Phiing, the memory of whose guerilla army had not yet faded into the
fog of time. Any grownup could tell the inquisitive boys a lot about
him. They learned, for example, how he was hated and feared by the
French. After he had died, brought down by sudden illness, the enemy
found his grave, dug out his body, and burned it. The French loaded
their rifles with his ashes, and fired them so no trace of the hero should
rcmain on the Earth.
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Down the river was a string> of villages where great poets had lived,
one of them being the inimitable Nguyén Du.

Beyond a twist in the stream, lay the native village of Quang Trung,
whose name is known to every Vietnamese. He had been chief of the
victorious peasant rebellion known as the Tay Son brothers movement.
Quang Trung also won fame when, in 1789, he led his peasant
detachments against Thing Long, city of the Flying Dragon (as Hanoi
was called in the olden days), and drove out a 200,000-strong army of
invaders after a five-day battle. We read in Vietnamese chronicles that
the invaders fled.

Thanh had never been in Hanoi. But he knew from stories that a
temple had been built on one of its hills where the historic battle had
taken place in honour of Quang Trung’s great victory.

The boys liked climbing the low hills around the village, where, in
the thickets, they came upon time-worn rocks, the remnants of old
fortresses. The fortresses had been built in the early 15th century by
kings H6 Quy Ly and Ho Han Thuong, to block the way south for the
Ming armies.

Some time later, L& Loi, son of a fisherman, came here with his
men. From here, after establishing control over the province, he led his
men north against Chinese feudal lords who had seized the land. He
routed them, and liberated the country.

Learning more about the history of his country, Thanh recalled the
sad questions he had asked his father. Now he was able to reply to them
himself: Vietnam had known time of glory, Vietnam had its great
heroes, for nearly a thousand years, at intervals. Vietnam had been ruled
by Chinese feudal lords, but never submitted. It squared its powerful
shoulders and threw off the chains of slavery. These days, too, the boy
knew, there were as many heroes as there had been in the past. Only
there was no one to unite them, no one to give them arms.

Old Uncle bien, the village smith, was a favorite among the
children. Thanh often visited the smithy to watch Uncle Dién swing his
sledgehammer, sometimes helping with the bellows. One summer night,
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after the heat had receded,’the children gathered round Uncle Dien. He
lit his long bamboo pipe, and began telling them one of his tales.

The splendid lake in Hanoi, the northern capital, Uncle Dien said,
was called Lake of the Returned Sword. A pagoda rose out of the water
at its centre, called Turtle Pagoda.

"The story of the Turtle Pagoda and the Sword will take your breath
away,” Uncle Dién added. "Long long ago, before the French had
come, our land was overrun by a people who called their country the
Middle Kingdom. We Vietnamese finally lost patience, and rose up
against them. A poor fisherman, Lé Loi, was the people’s leader. Magic
powers made him undefeatable. One day, when he was crossing the lake
in a boat, the head of a huge turtle appeared out of the water. It held a
sword that was radiating light. "Take this magic sword,” the turtle said,
it will help you crush all enemies.’

"Le Loi took the sword, and thereupon succeeded in beating all
foreign invaders, thus liberating our country. Then, Lé Loi and his
comrades went to the lake to thank the turtle. As the boat reached the
middle of the lake, his amazed retinue saw the sword leave its scabbard,
and the turtle, whose head appeared out of the water, took it back to
the bottom of the lake. Ever since then, the lake has been called Lake
of the Returned Sword."

0ld Uncle Dién said the turtle was still there and still had the magic
sword. He also said that if the Vietnamese ever found themsclves in
trouble, some brave man would come, and the sacred mistress of the
Lake would give him the magic sword again.

Thanh reflected on Uncle Dién’s story. "It’s a fairy-tale”, he would
say to himsclf, "but there must have been something that helped Lé Loi
rally the nation and beat the powerful cnemy."

3

The road to the ruins of the old fortresses, where Thanh and his
friends liked to roam, passed through the village of Pan Nhiém. A fine
man liked there by the name of Phan Boi Chau: Thanh knew him, he
was his father’s friend and had visited their house several times.
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Everybody spoke of Phan’s extraordinary life, his extraordinary
abilitics and gifts. At the national civil service examinations in Hu¢ in
1900, he had won the title of giai nguvén, which was the top academic
degree bestowed cach time on just onc examinee - the first among
equals. Phan could have had a brilliant court career. But he refused to
serve a thronc that had betrayed the nation’s interests. He devoted
himself to revolutionary activity.

He travelled a lot about the country, met patriotic officials, scholars
and students, and, taking advantage of his academic title, tricd to win
over some of the emperor’s retinue. Prince Cudng Dé was one of those
whom Phan won over. Tn May 1904 he formed the secret Renovation
Society, with Prince Cudng Dé at its head. At the constituent
conference, it was decided to prepare for an armed rising against the
colonial authorities and to restore a truc Vietnamese monarchy.

It was also decided to appeal for aid to the Japanese. This idea was
prompted by the results of the Russo-Japanese war: a great power,
tsarist Russia, had been defcated by a small Asian country that had a
short time before been only a little stronger than Vietnam and barely
escaped becoming a colony. Asiatic, the Vietnamese nationalists
concluded were quite strong enough to drive out Westerners.

Thanh respected Phan Boi Chau, a distinguished member of the
scholarly estate, and a man of great charm. Whenever Phan came to
visit Thanh’s father, the boy listened respectfully to their learned talk.
Phan liked to recite Chu Yuan, an ancient Chinese poet. Thanh
remembered two lines that struck a special chord in his heart:

It is hard to breathe, I keep back tears,
For I grieve over the pain of my people.

Phan himself was a poet, though, of course, all educated people
wrote poetry in those days. Becausc of the specific qualities of the
Victnamese language - a language of tonalities, with a lot of rhyming
words, and hallowed by literary traditions that went back to remote ages.
Though Phan’s poctry followed the old poetic canons, one clearly felt in
it the breath of the new age, a patriotic spirit and combative mood.

The last time Thanh saw Phan had been in carly 1905. Six months
had passed since then. People said Phan had gone abroad, probably to
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Japan. Then, one hot July day, lying in his hammock, Thanh saw Phan’s
familiar figure approaching their house.

Phan inquired about Thanh’s father.
"Father is in town," Thanh’s elder brother replied.

"Well, it’s you who I really wanted to see,” Phan said to the boys.
He tapped Thanh’s shoulder§, and observed that he had grown. That
was true - Thanh was fairly tall for a Vietnamese. "I've just returned
from Japah," Phan said. "I met people from the Emperor’s court there,
and got to know some forward-looking Chinese exiles. I hope you’ve
heard of K’ang Yuwei and Liang Ch’ichao? They’re fighting for
reforms and a constitutional monarchy in imperial China. I had a talk
with young Dr. Sun Yatsen, the rising star of the Chinese patriotic
movement. Japanese and Chinese friends support our just cause. All
Asia is on our side. But to beat the French, we must have educated
people. So we’ve decided to pick a group of fine young men and have
them study at Japanese universities. I said to myself you two would be
a fine choice. How about it, boys?"

The two brothers listened to the guest in silence. When he finished
they glanced at each other surreptitiously and lowered their heads.

"If you could only see that great country, Japan," Phan continued
enthusiastically. "Out of all the countries of the yellow race, Japan is
the only great power. Japan alone can help us regain our freedom. We'll
never succeed without outside help. Today, all true patriots must turn
their eyes to the Empire of the Rising Sun.”

Thanh thanked Phan for his kind offef, but said he and his brother
could not leave their father, whose health was failing. "Besides," Thanh
added, "we cannot venture on so important a thing without his blessing."

Phan said there was still time for them to think over his proposal.

The boys’ reference to their father had been an excuse. It was not
thoughts of his father that were holding back Thanh. Though at fifteen
it is very hard to withstand the lure of foreign lands, and though Thanh
respected Phan Boi Chau, he would not agree with his plan. Uncle Phan
meant to liberate the country with the help of influential mandarins and
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members of the royal house. Yet all of those people were living a life
of plenty under French rule. Nor did Thanh trust the Japanese. As
people said, it was like driving the tiger out by the front door and Ictting
the panther in through the back door.

Thanh was right. Soon, Phan’s illusions were shattered. The imperialist
powers came to terms when the activity of Vietnamese patriots in  Japan
grew to dangerous proportions. In 1908, at the request of the French, the
Japanese government closed down all the organizations that Phan had
formed in Japan. Phan, Prince Cuong D&, and other prominent members
of patriotic organizations, were ordered out of Japan.

What was to be done? Which was the way to freedom? Perhaps Phan
Chu Trinh, another bright star that had risen then in colonial Vietnam,
was right? Thanh’s father said he was a bitter opponent of the royal
house and called for republican government. Yet he was not opposed
to the colonialists, and only demanded some socio-economic reforms.

Thanh looked for the answers in books. One day, he came upon Jean
Jacques Rousseau’s works. He picked up one of the volumes. It was
difficult reading. Thanh did not understand most of it. But he discovered
simple verities on almost every page. Like precious pearls on the
bottom of the ocean, arousing the imagination: man is born free, yet is
kept in chains everywhere; to renounce liberty means to renounce
human dignity and human rights; the strongest is never strong enough
to always rule; if a nation can throw off the yoke and does so, it does
right. Out of these dissociated thoughts a real programme of action
appeared. A programme of struggle for freedom. Thanh was impressed by
the spirit of freedom, free thought, contempt for. traditional canons and
dogmas, and the militant atheism, that imbued the book. He was excited
by its calls for liberty, equality, and fraternity. He kept asking himself:
how could Rousseau’s countrymen oppress his people so cruelly? He also
wondered if the present order of things would ever change.

Where to find the magic sword, the all-powerful truth that would
show the way to the liberation of the Vietnamese nation, the offspring
of mythical parents, the Dragon and the Fairy, a nation with heroic
traditions and worthy of a far better fate?
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At the end of 1904, Thanh’s father received strict orders from the
royal court to take an official post in Hu€. He took his two sons along,
and left the daughter at home. For more than a century, Hué, a
modestsized city in the centre of Vietnam, had been the residence of
Vietnamese emperors. Royal palaces and ancient pagodas were
scattered on the hilly green banks of the River of Fragrance, one of the
most beautiful of Vietnam’s rivers, so called because it had its source in
the pinewoods of Truong Son range where fragrant medicinal herbs grew
in abundance, lending their sweet aroma to the waters of the stream.

In Hué, Thanh and his elder brother were enrolled at a newly opened
school, Dong Ba, where they were taught French and literature. On
finishing it, the brothers were admitted to Quoéc Hoc National College.

The college was quartered in a former royal marines barracks. On
top of the massive gate was an observation tower and a bell, like those
in pagodas, with porcelain dragogsstanding guard on both sides of the
entrance.

National College was then considered the finest educational
establishment in Vietnam. The word "national" meant that the doors of
the collcge were open to those who wanted a Vietnamese as well as a
Western education. The college courses were in qudc ngit, based on the
Latin alphabet that had at the turn of the century replaced the old
characters. There was also a special class where young people were
taught in the ancient classical tradition.

In its early years, a certain Nordemand, a businessman by profession,
was director of the college. Married to a Vietnamese, he knew the
language and was called Ngo D€ Man in the Vietnamese vernacular.
Later, the office went to a Monsieur Lojoux, a Foreign Legion officer.
He was the butt of jokes among Vietnamese patriots. For he had fought
against Hoang Hoa Thdm’s guerillas had been captured, and spent
several months in a guerilla jungle camp. There he went about
barefooted like the guerillas, carried water, and milled rice. The stories
of how Tham had made the "master race" labour in the sweat of its
brow was widely circulated and gave much pleasure to young Vietnaniese.
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Thanh soon saw the college was meant to bring up loyal servants
for the colonialists, and was depressed over the ways that reigned there.

The time of Thanh’s education coincided with that period in world
history which Lenin described as "the beginning of the awakening of
Asia." When the nations of the Orient came into motion under the
impact of the Russian 1905 revolution. In Vietnam, too, the national
liberation movement gathered momentum.

Stormy events were unfolding outside the college gates, evoking a
lively response in Thanh and other students. In the spring of 1908,
Thanh received his first lesson in political struggle. A campaign for the
"renovation of the life and morals of the nation" was started in the
country by the followers of Phan Boi Chau. Men who wore the long
Manchu pigtails had their hair cut. People were urged to wear modern
clothes, give up old customs, establish purely Vietnamese schools and
trading firms, and to buy nothing but Vietnamese wares. Members of
the Renovation Movement distributed proclamations exposing corrupt
taxation practices and urging people to refuse to pay taxes.

Disturbances spread throughout Central Vietnam. Peasants in their
thousands streamed into Hu€ from neighbouring countries. The
Renovators established special posts along the roads leading into the
city, where hair was cut forcibly and long clothes were shortened. The
peasants, many of whom had come with their families, carrying straw
mats to sleep on, a supply of rice, and cooking utensils, set up camp
on the bridge across Fragrance River, round the French govemnor’s
residence, the court house, and on the sidewalks downtown. For three
days and nights they waited for their demands for lower taxes and
- abolition of forced labour to be granted.

Some college students joined the demonstrators. Thanh was at their
head. He said to his mates: "Our countrymen are asking the French to
repeal taxes. It’s our duty to help them, because we know French.”

Thanh and his friends went from group to group, reciting patriotic
poetry and urging the peasants to stand their ground. Townsmen gave
the peasants tea and water. People relished the atmosphere of national
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solidarity. They called each other by a new, recently coined word, dong
bao, countryman, which had the sound of music for the ears of patriots.

The French authorities, troubled by the unrest, tried to manipulate
cight-year-old Emperor Duy Tan into prevailing on the demonstrators
to go home. A four-horse carriage drove out of the grounds of the
imperial palace with a mounted guard on both sides. But no one would
listen to the boy emperor. True, his carriage was allowed to proceed,
but the aroused peasants made the guard and the other carriages that
followed the emperor’s turn back. The French stayed in their homes.
They were afraid to venture into the streets. The demonstrators became
actual masters of the capital. But on the third day, troops summoned
by the governor arrived, and the slaughter began. French soldiers
opened fire pointblank on unarmed crowds. A hand-to-hand skirmish
broke out on the bridge. Bodies of the killed were thrown into the river.
The peasants, in despair, threw themselves upon the French soldiers and
pulled them along into the water underneath.

Many college students, too, and especially their leader,came to grips
with the soldiers. But Thanh managed to avoid arrest, and found refuge
in the house of a friend of the family. The next morning he attended
classes as usual.

But soon a French officer with a few soldiers appeared.
Accompanied by the college director, they came to Thanh’s class.

"We want a student of this class - a tallish boy and dark," the officer
declared. (Thanh was, indeed fairly tall, and, being a villager, strongly tanned.)

The officer added: "I have been ordered to demand that he be
expelled at once.

The several days of the popular demonstration had been equivalent
in impact to years of quiet living in Thanh’s Golden Lotus village.
Previously, the suffering and mood of the people had been for him an
abstract thing. Now life was delivering severe, grim, useful lessons each
day. He thought bitterly of the many patriotic movements that had led
to nothing: the royalist Can Vuong Movement, the Go East Movement,
and the Renovation Socicty. All of them had been suppressed by force
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of arms. And_aftcr each such defeat, the colonial authorities only
tightened their grip.

For young men entering life, encounters with cvil and violence are

- always a crossroads. Some are gripped by fear: their spirit weakens,

they withdraw into themselves, they stop resisting cvil. Those whose

spirit is stronger, become scasoned fighters. They turn  into

revolutionaries and will not spare themselves in the fight for the
+ people’s freedom.

Eightcen-ycar-old Thanh knew the road he would follow. His
previous life had prepared him. His childhood was over. Indcpendent
adult life awaited. From now on, he would live the life of the people
and champion the people’s interests. It was time to go to the plain
people, to work, to gather experience. Thanh sct out on a wandcring
tour around the country. He wanted to see things for himself.

From Hué¢ he headed south along the shore of the South China Sea.

In those days there were no trains, and only few roads. People
travelled mainly on foot, or in boats along thc shore. Thanh followed
the footpaths, stopping over from time to time for a month or two in
seaside towns or villages. In Qui Nhon he passed a village tcacher’s
examination. But when the list reached the French resident for
endorsement, the latter struck out Thanh’s name for he was under police
surveillance.

Having travelled some 500 kilometres by the end of 1910, Thanh
arrived in the city of Phan Thiét. Here he stayed with a friend of his
father’s an old patriot and teacher, who helped the young man find a
teaching job in a recently opened private school. The school, established
by local scholars, was known as the most progressive in Central
Vietnam.

Thanh had the second and third forms. He wore the traditional white
gown and an orange belt, and wooden sandals on his feet as he cntered
the classroom. Each morning, he called on two boys and two girls to
recite sad quatrains from the popular anthology of the Tonkin Public
School, an cducational socicty founded by patriots in Hanoi in 1907.
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Oh, Heaven! Can’t you see our suffering?
The nation is in chains, languishing in grief,
Foreigners have doomed it to hunger,
They've robbed it of everyvthing it had.

The young teacher taught his pupils more than just reading and
writing. He wanted them to be fond of their country. He wanted them
to rebel against its sad fate. He cultivated them patiently and fondly -
like a gardener tending young saplings. Thanh hoped the knowledge he
was giving them would in due course grow into a mightly oak stretching
its branches to the sun of freedom.

The young teacher was one of the first to teach the Latin alphabet.
He explained things several times over at classes, never raising his
voice, never punishing his pupils. He took the class out into the open
at five in the morning to do physical exercises, and had a special sports
lesson once a week. In those days this was an unheard-of innovation.

On holidays, Thanh and his pupils went on long hikes. He told his
young friends episodes from the history of Vietnam, about the two
Trung sisters who had ridden elephants in the van of the troops,
inspiring soldiers to fight harder, and about the general Ngo6 Quyén,
Tran Hung Dao and Quang Trung, who defeated the armies of the
Chinese feudal lords.

Thanh advised his pupils to read Vietnamese classics and thus learn
the history and culture of their land. He drew attention to books that
cultivated the sense of patriotic duty. Speaking of the famous rhymed
novel, Luc Van Tién, by the blind poet Nguyén Dinh Chiéu, Thanh
asked the children: "There’s the following line." *Loyalty and devotion
are the two main virtues’. What can you say to that?

Onc of the boys replied: "Loyalty to the king, and devotion to Father
and Mother."

Thanh shook his head:

"All of us have distant ancestors. The history of our country is nearly
4,000 years old. That means forty centuries, and in every century our
ancestors rose up against foreign invaders, fighting for freedom and
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independence. That is why the main virtue of every young man is
loyalty to the people, to his country. Now the second virtue: every one
of you has parents, brothers and sisters. You must love and revere your
parents, for they gave you life. The two virtues - loyalty and devotion
- are forever linked. Love and revere your parents, be loyal to your
people and country."

In his free time, preparing himself for a life of privations, Thanh
often went to the fishing villages. He helped fishermen repair their nets,
asked them about their trade, and learned many new and usctul things:
how to determine the right tack in the open sea, how to fight
seasickness, how to know a storm was about to break. Time and again,
he went to sea with the fishermen, and returned with new impressions.

He did not stay long at the school. His lust for knowledge urged him
on. At the end of 1910 he moved to Saigon. There, springing a surprise
on his kin, he joined a newly-opened school training merchant seamen.

The choice of the educated young man many seem strange. But it
was logical for a patriot who had set out to find his "magic sword."

While the other youths recruited by Phan Boi Chau, went east to .

Japan, which they thought the prototype of the future independent
Vietnam, Thanh was attracted by other things. Perhaps due to his
knowledge of French history, of the great French educators, but more
likely the inborn intuition of an outstanding mind. He gradually became
convinced that Europe and only Europe - where so many revolutions
had already occured, including the French Revolution of 1789 and the
Paris Commune, where the exciting words liberty, equality and
fraternity had first resounded, where science and technology were
developing so rapidly - that Europe alone was where he could pick up
the requisite knowledge and learn the ways leading to his country’s
liberation.

Evidently, Thanh came to this conclusion when reading Jean Jacques
Rousseau. He learmed from Rousseau’s Confessions that before
becoming the great educator that he was, Rousseau had crisscrossed
Europe for necarly ten years. That was when he learned the most
important and difficult lessons of his life. The world that surrounded
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him was one of inequality, privation, and real calamities. His
cxperiences enabled Rousseau to become herald liberty, equality, and
fraternity, herald of the great French Revolution.

In an interview to the Soviet journal Ogonyok in 1923, H6 Chi Minh
explained his thirst for travel: "I first heard the French words liberté,
egulité, fraternité as a boy of thirteen. And at once I wanted to see the
French civilisation and put my finger on whatever was behind those
three words."

Scen from Saigon, Europe did not look too far away. Advertisements
of the Chargeurs Réunis shipping firm were pasted all over the port
city. The ships pictured on them were heading for Singapore, Colombo,
Djibouti, Port Said, Marseilles, Bordeaux and Havre. Hands for
passenger boats were usually recruited in Vietnam ports.

One day, Thanh revealed his plan to a friend he had acquired in the
threc months attending the sailor’s school:

"I’ve decided to see how people live in France and other countries,
then come back and help my countrymen.”

"Where will you get all that money?"

Thanh raised both his hands, and exclaimed: "Here’s my money -
I'll work my way there and back.”

At noon on June 2, 1911, Thanh came to the Saigon jetty
romantically named Home of the Dragon. There he saw passengers
boarding the Admiral Latouche Tréville. He went up the gangway and
asked if there was a job for him. Those who heard him, laughed: the
frail boy with a scholarly appearance was an unlikely ship’s hand. But
he would not go away, and finally a Vietnamese seaman took him to
see the captain. The skipper examined Thanh skeptically, and perhaps
the boy’s resolute glance and persistence prompted him to suggest that
he could be a cook’s assistant. He asked for his name.

"Van Ba," Thanh replied after a moment’s hesitation. The name
meant Van the Third. Thanh had not transgressed against the truth: he
re-ally was the third child in the family.
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HE CALLED HIMSELF PATRIOT

1

The Vietnamese gargons’ -day on the ship began early - at four in
the morning. Thanh washed the table tops, and the walls and floor of
the ship’s kitchen. He stoked the ovens, brought a supply of coal, and
lugged heavy baskets of vegetables, fish, beef and ice from the holds.
One day, in a storm, lugging a heavy basket along the deck, a wave
seized him and nearly washed him overboard. At the last instant he
managed to take hold of a rope.

The kitchen catered to 800 persons - the passengers and the crew.
So the young man hadn’t an idle moment until late at night, climbing
up and down steep and slippery ladders, barely catching his breath,
sweating terribly. During the day, a coat of coal dust gathcred on his
body, and fatigue lay heavily upon him. Still, when the welcome time
of rest arrived and his mates went to bed or played cards. Thanh sought
a quiet corner and read books until late at night.

One day, he made his first important discovery. Among the
passengers were two French soldiers, of about his own age, returning
home. Sometimes they helped him with his work. After nightfall they
taught him the finer points of French, and gave him books to read.
Thanh, for his part, taught them Vietnamese, and supplied them with
cups of coffee on the quiet. All the Frenchmen he had met so far had
been arrogant officials or policemen. They behaved as though they
owned the land and treated the Vietnamese as subhuman. But now, a
little surprised, Thanh was happy to see there could be good Frenchmen
too.

His second discovery was made in Marseilles, the first French city
he set foot in. The wretched dwellings of the poor in the narrow
alleyways on the edge of the city were an eye-opener. He also saw many
poorly clothed Frenchmen, and was stunned to see young girls sclling
themselves outside the waterfront tarvens. Late at night, when the ship
lifted anchor and set its course to Havre, Thinh said to his ncighbour,
a ship’s garcon like himself: "There are poor people in France, too, as
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in our country. Why don’t the French worry about them rather than
‘tcach” us?" '

On one of the crossings, Thanh learned that Charlie Chaplin was on
board. He had seen a few Chaplin films, and had quickly become a
Chaplin fan. He sent a note, Geraldine Chaplin recalled years later,
asking for permission to take a photograph with her father. Father
wasted no time. He went down to the ship’s kitchen and found the
Vietnamese youth who called himself Ba. They ate a meal together, and
then had a photograph taken... Later, after H6 Chi Minh became a
renowned political leader, they met several times. Chaplin often spoke
of their mectings, and always remembered H6 Chi Minh with affection
and sincere joy.

Within a few months, Thanh made two ncarly round-the-world
voyages. He crossed the Atlantic and Indian oceans, the Arabian and
Red seas, the Mediterranean, and saw two more continents - first Africa,
then America. In New York, he left the ship. For a few months he had
a job in Brooklyn. Among the many impressions he gained, the
strongest was made by the Declaration of Independence. He savoured
the words that all men were created equal, that they were endowed with
inalienable rights, among which were life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness. He remembered those words many many years later when,
in secret hideout in Hanoi he laboured sleepless nights on the draft of
Vietnam’s own declaration of independence.

Soon, the picture that he saw around him in America dispelled all
illusions. Behind the fine words about equality and liberty he saw the
rampant injustices and the poverty of millions of people. Thanh was
stunned by what he saw in Harlem, the black ghetto that he often
visited. The racial oppression and discrimination, signs of which were
plentiful all round, revolted him.

Six months passed, and Thanh was travelling again. His destination
was England. He arrived there whenWorld War | was at its height. The
reception was not a kind one. He found a job clearing London streets
of slect and snow, then he was a stoker in rich houses - and for a
pittance, though he managed to pay tuition at English language courscs.
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A few months later he had a stroke of luck: he found a job at the
Carlton Hotel on Haymarket Street. The chef there, the famous
Escoffier, known in those days as king of the French cuisine, took him
on as a kitchen boy.

The work was hard. A weaker man would have gone down. But
Thanh was firm of character. Those who knew him then say he never
used foul language, never drank, never gambled. All his free time, no
matter how tircd he was, was spent reading and learning.

But Thanh’s active mind could not suffer the monotonous life in
London for long, far away from anything that might have linked him
with his country. Across the English Channel, in France, he knew from
the newspapers, were many of his countrymen, among whom he would
be less lonesome. Besides, in French he would know more about the
political affairs in Indochina, where portentous events were in the making.

An abortive anti-French armed rising had occurred in May 1916 in
Hué. The colonial authorities suppressed it, and banished the rebellious
Emperor Duy Téan to Réunion Island. And in August of the following
year, in town of Thdi Nguyén, the French suppressed an armed rising
of Red Belts.

Thanh wrote a letter to Phan Chu Trinh, whose Paris address he had
come upon by accident. Trinh, arrested in 1908 for anti-French
activities, had been sentenced to death by a colenial tribunal. But he
was known in French democratic circles, and the Human Rights
League and Jean Jaures, leader of the French Socialists, intervened in
his behalf. The death sentence was commuted to exile on prison island
Poulo Condore. Three years later, he was allowed to settle in France,
where he lived under police surveillance.

Trinh did his best for Thanh, promising help in finding a job and
lodgings for him in Paris. At the end of 1917, finally, Thanh crossed
the English Channel to embattled France.

A lawyer by name of Phan Van Trudng let him a little room in quiet
Rue Gobelin. Phan Chu Trinh had his photo studio in the same house,
and employed Thanh as retoucher. In his childhood, Thanh had learned
penmanship as part of his classical education, and handled the brush
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with great skill. So, retouching came easy. His new friend, the lawyer,
was glad to show Thanh around the city. For Thanh, he was an entirely
new type of Victnamese intellectual. Truong knew many French
progressives - writers, artists, and politicians. He was interested in
politics, especially in socialist theory, and Thanh saw Marxist authors
among his books. Besides, the housc on Rue Gobelin was a place where
Victnamese emigrés congregated.

Thanh loved wandering about Paris, that open-air museum of
history. Even in the harsh conditions of wartime, the city had lost none
of its beauty, glamour and charm. Every street, every house, almost
cvery paving stone carried traces of a revolutionary past. For nearly a
hundred years - from the end of the 18th century right up to the 1870s
- Paris had been leader in revolutionary matters, the revolutionary
beacon for all other European capitals.

Knights of revolution came to Paris from all over the world to hear
the living voices of history, to glimpse through the prism of the past
the outlines of the impending battles in their own countries. Karl Marx
and Frederick Engels had lived in Paris. So had Lenin for three of his
most fruitful years. Embedded in the memory of Paris were hundreds
of names of revolutionaries from different countries. Years would pass
and one more name would be added to the list, that of the as yet
unknown Vietnamese patriot who walked the pavements of Paris with
humility, gazing with wide-open eyes at majestic pictures of a glorious
past.

Longing to see more of his countrymen, Thanh became a frequent
visitor to the Latin Quarter. Most Vietnamese who had settled in Paris,
lived there. He went into the little restaurants kept by his countrymen,
where the heady aromas of the thick, pitch-black Vietnamese coffee and
the muede mcm fish sauce hung in the air. Those who live abroad for a
long time, says a Vietnamese saying, see and smell nudc mdm in their
drcams.

In those days, the Vietnamese in France had no organisation of their
own. Many of them, though missing their country, were rather pleased
with their life, which was casicr than in colonial Vietnam. Most young
people were students getting a government stipend, or sons of
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prosperous Vietnam mandarins. Patriotic feelings, and pain for their
oppressed country, were foreign to many of them. Thanh tried to arouse
them, telling them about the suffering and heroic past of their country.

His prestige rose quickly. He was the moving spirit of the as yet
rare gatherings of Vietnamese. Soon, he became an initiator, and most
active participant, of the first Vietnamese organisation in France - the
Association of Vietnamese Patriots.

In the evenings and on days off the spent hours in the
Sainte-Geneviéve Library on Rue Pantheon. That was where he first
read Shakespeare, Dickens, Lu Hsun, Victor Hugo, and Emil Zola.

The genius of Leo Tolstoy staggered his imagination. He read
French translations of War and Peace, Anna Karenina and Resurrection
over and over. The philosophical depth of those outstanding novels
delighted him. He was caught up by Tolstoy’s hatred of war, of feudal
authoritarianism, and injustice, for all these things doomed people to
misery and rightlessness. Thanh was captivated by Tolstoy’s plain and
clear language. After reading the description of a hunt in War and
Peace, he wrote in his diary: "One must write only of what one saw
and felt."

One day, Thanh picked up a paper running installments of a novel,
Under Fire (Le feu), by Henri Barbursse, then a young novelist. These
dramatic lines excited Thanh: "For countless workmen of the battles,
you who have made with your hands all of the Great War, you whose
omnipotence is not yet being used for doing good, you are the human
host whose every face is a world of sorrow..."

In his mind’s eye, Thanh again saw the war-ravaged towns and
villages in the north of France, hospital trains bringing wounded to Paris
from the frontlines, the thousands of his emaciated and wretched
countrymen who had been sent against their will to die for the alien
interests of "mother" France and were hypocritically called champions
of justice and freedom.

Thanh could not have known what Maxim Gorky said of Barbusse:
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"He looked into the essence of war more deeply than any other
writer before him, and showed people the abyss of their delusion." But
this was cxactly how he felt after reading Barbusse’s book. Again and
again, he repeated the concluding lines of the novel: "These men of the
people who had dimly seen the outlines of an unknown Revolution, a
revolution that sprang from themselves and was already rising, repeated

“equality!’

During the first weeks of his stay in France, Thanh had learned of
the astounding events in Petrograd at the end of October 1917: "a new
revolution had broken out in Russia. The Paris papers called it a
Bolshevik coup, and it was difficult for Thanh and for many of his
French friends to at once grasp its history-making significance. But his
intuition helped him arrive at the main conclusion. So did his reading
of socialist newspapers: for the first time.in world history, working
people had come to power.

From the bottom of his heart, the heart of an ardent patriot, he
welcomed the working people’s victory. Some forty years later, as
Chairman of the Communist Party of Vietnam and President of free
Vietnam, he would say that for him, for all Vietnamese revolutionaries,
the influence of the Great October Socialist Revolution had been "like
the water and rice that a thirsty and hungry traveller receives after a
long journey."

The experiences of his long life abroad, coupled with the benign
influence of the Great October Revolution - all this was an important
turning point in Thanh’s ideological and political outlook. No, he had
not yet found his "magic sword". But his vision of the world had
changed. Such abstract things as "imperialism", "capitalism, and
"colonialism" had acquired tangible features. Not in Vietnam alone.
All over the world, the toiling masses, whole nations, were being
subjected to oppression and exploitation. Meeting people of different
colour and social background, Thanh saw that in Europe, too, there were
poverty-stricken people who had nothing in common with the
colonialists oppressing his country. He saw that Africans were just as
handicapped and humiliated as Asians. He concluded bitterly- that for
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colonialists the life of an oppressed, whether black or yellow, was not
worth more than a sou.

Thanh realised that the Vietnamese proverb, "a crow is black
wherever it 1s" was catirely true. The United States, Britain, Germany,
and Japan were, like France, imperialist powers with colonial possessions.
Oppressed peoples could not expect help from any of them.

But his hatred of colonialists contained no racial overtones. This

~ helped him gradually acquire a consistent internationalist ouiiook. He

saw that all working people oppressed by the ruling classcs, whcther in

capitalist or colonial countries, had the same intercsts. His lifc in Paris

convinced him that the enemy of the Vietnamese people was also the

enemy of the French working people. This discovery prompted him to
join the most revolutionary wing of the French working class.

Thanh was a regular reader of /"Humanité, the socialist newspaper.
He tried not to miss any of the Socialist Party’s meetings, confcrences
and discussions, for it was the only political party in France that sided
with the colonial peoples. He listened eagerly to spcakers who
denounced colonialism. At one of the meetings he was introduced to
Paul Vaillant Couturier, a left winger in the Socialist Party and one of
the youngest deputies in the French National Assembly. And Couturier
introduced Thanh to Marcel Cachin and Henri Barbusse. Gradually, he
got to know a large number of people in the Socialist Party and the
trade-union movement.

At the end of 1918, Thanh himself became a member of the Socialist
Party of France. No Vietnamese before him had ever been in any French
political party. At that time, the Socialists numbered no more than
12,000, though when World War I erupted its membership had
approached 100,000. No few Socialists had been among the two million
Frenchmen who laid down their lives in battle. And the responsibility
for their death lay with the Socialist leaders who had voted for the war.
Thanh had joined the Socialists along with those who were later called
the fiery generation, those who were moved by strong anti-war and
anti-imperialist sentiment and had none of the illusions of their clder
comrades.
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For Thanh joining the party was the beginning of a professional
revolutionary career. He adopted a new name or rather a party name-
Nguyén Ai Qudc, meaning Nguyén the Patriot. Possibly he had used
the namc on arriving in France. That would be in kccping with
Vietnamese tradition. But its first documentary evidence dates to the
beginning of 1919.

Among themselves, Victnamese use just the name, that is, the last
clement of their usually three-word appellation. The first element, an
archaic reminder of once belonging to a particular clan, is used only to
show special respect for the person in question. And that was what he
was to his party friends, both Vietnamesc and foreign - comrade
Nguyén. Twenty-three years of his revolutionary activity passed under
that name.

2

In mid-January 1919, Paris gave a festive reception to a number of
highly-placed foreign guests. Representatives of belligerent countrics
came to the peace conference in the French capital. Rulers of the victor
powers were eager to cash in on the results of the war, to enrich
themselves at the expense of the losers. The Paris newspapers called
for national unity: they wanted a pcace treaty that would ensure the
revival of a great France. People living in the rich quarters and those
who had made their fortuncs on military supplies, as well as various
sharcholders -all of them, gripped by chauvinism, called on the
government to make defeated Germany "pay for everything".

News of the peace conference attracted no few representatives of
oppressed peoples to Paris. They nursed hopes that the high-ranking
conferees would, when making post-war arrangements, hearken to their
voices. Many of them were misled by U.S. President Woodrow
Wilson’s demagogic Fourtecn Points, which, among other things,
referred to the rights of the colonies and of dependent countries. A
delegation arrived from China. That country had fought on the side of
the victor countries and legitimately expected, at long last, to shake off
its scmi-colonial status. A Korean delcgation camc to demand
autonomy, and opened an information burcau in Paris. Representatives
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of India, Ireland, and various Arab countries appeared in the endless
corridors of the magnificent Versailles Palace.

One morning, the doorbell rang at the home of Jules Cambon, former
French ambassador to Germany, who was a member of the French
delegation. The door was opened by a young woman named Genevicve
Tabouis. The future famous woman journalist was her ambassador
uncle’s secretary. A lean Asian youth with a pleasantly open face
confronted her. He spoke with a strong accent:

" T want to hand the ambassador a document."

Genevieve let in the early visitor, seated him at a long richly adorned
table that still stands in the drawing room of the Tabouis home and
began questioning him.

"Mademoiselle, my name is Nguyén Ai Qudc. I should like to see
Monsieur Cambon."

The young man opened a file, and handed it to Genevieve.

"This is an appeal from the peoples of Indochina. I want to give it
to the Ambassador."

The writings, Geneviéve saw at once, was clear and orderly. There
was also a letter to "Esteemed Mr. Ambassador Cambon,
plenipotentiary representative of France at the Paris Conference".

"I write on behalf of the peoples of Indochina." This was inscribed
on the top page of the document. "We are an underdeveloped nation.
We have learned by experience what the civilisation of your country
iS‘H

The document was entitled, "List of Claims of the Annamese
People"”. It read:

"While waiting for the sacred right of nations to self-determination
to be recognised, the people of the former kingdom of Annam, now a
French possession in Indochina, presents the following demands to the
governments of the Allied powers in general, and the French
government in particular:

"Complete amnesty of Vietnamese political prisoners.
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"A reform of legislation in Indochina, providing Vietnamese with
the same juridical guarantees- as the Europeans and abolition of the
special tribunals, an instrument of terror against the best Vietnamese.

"Freedom of the press and freedom of opinion.
"Freedom of association and freedom of assembly.
"Freedom of emigration and residence abroad.

"Right to education, opening of technical and occupational
educational establishments for the population in all provinces.

"Substitution of a system of laws for the system of decrees.

"In the French Parliament there must be a permanent Vietnamese
representative elected in his own country, in order to express the will
and aspirations of his countrymen."

A few days later, other delegations and many French National
Assembly deputies received the same messages. An attached note read:
"Esteemed Sir, on the occasion of the victory of the Allies, we should,
with your permission, like to address to you a list of the wishes of the
people of Vietnam. Convinced in your magnanimity, we hope that you
will support these. demands dJuring their discussion by the
plenipotentiary representatives.

"On behalf of a group of Vietnamese patriots, Nguyén Ai Quac.”

The resolute Vietnamese youth with a file of papers under his arm
was seen in the noisy corridors of Paris newspaper offices and crowded
halls rented for meetings and conferences by trade unions and the
Socialist Party.

Louis Arnoux, chief of the Indochina section of the French political
police who would one day become chief of the security service in
Indochina, shrugged his shoulders in bewilderment when the actions of
a certain Nguyén Ai Quéc and the contents of an "anti-French"
document he was disseminating, were brought to his notice. He had
thought he knew all the politically unreliable Annamese in Paris, and
was informed of ever step they made. One of them, Phan Chu Trinh, owner
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of a photo studio, had practically given up political activity, and,
besides, could not have written the document in question for he
respected  France.

The lawyer Phan Van Trudng, also a resident of Paris thought to be
a Marxist, was chicfly engaged in translating political books into
Victnamese and was not known to cngage in any subversive activity.
The only one out of Arnoux’s old acquaintances who could have
ventured on such a course of action was the embatticd Phan Boi Chau
- but Amoux knew that Chau was in South China and, besides, had
only recently published an article which, quite unexpectedly, favoured
Franco-Annamese cooperation.

Neither the "all-seeing" Arnoux nor the young patriot’s closest
friends knew, nor could have known, that the author of the "list of
Claims", one Nguyén Ai Qudc, was the ship’s kitchen boy Van Ba, or
the inquisitive youngster named Thanh, son of the only scholar in the
Golden Lotus Village.

On June 29, 1919, Nguyén Ai Quéc was among the first readers of
the morning papers. The headlines in the bourgeois press were
triumphant. The Paris conference had culminated in the signing of a
peace treaty that signified a complete victory for France. The country
had received practically everything it wanted: Alsace and Lorraine,
large reparations, and some of the German colonies in Africa. The
newspapers reflected on the postwar arrangements in capitalist Europe,
where France would play a dominant role. But nothing was said of the
fate of the colonial peoples. The participants in the Paris conference had
secured a redivision of the world in favour of the victors, and were deaf
to the demands of colonial and dependent countries. A conspiracy of
silence surrounded the "List of Claims of the Annamese People."

To be sure, Ai Qudc had enough experience by that time to know
that a petition could not have a decisive effect. He considered his
initiative little more than convenient occasion to expose colonialism and
attract the attention of French democrats to the situation in Vietnam,
and, last but not least, to rouse the Vietnamese themselves from their
lethargic sleep.
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Still, he was assailed by bitterness. Freedom, equality, and fraternity
had turned out to be words and nothing more, a smokescreen of the
bourgeoisie to conceal its crimes. The cight points in his "List of
Claims" did not go beyond demanding autonomy within the French
Union, and the fundamental freedoms of bourgeois democracy. But this
had the cffect of a red rag. The imperialists” honeyed wartime promises
were nothing short of deceit. The way out? Struggle unto death. To win
independence, the colonial peoples had to throw out their oppressors,
like the working people in Russia. Revolution was the only way to
break down the colonial stronghold. The "List of Claims" was a
political manifesto heralding a new stage in the national liberation
movement of the Vietnamesc.

Bui I',ﬁm, a veteran of the Communist Party of Vietnam, recalled the
tremendous impression that Nguyén Ai Quéc’s action made on
Indochinese emigrés and those serving in the French army or navy.
"The French called it a bomb," he recalled. "We called it thunder - a
spring thunder that dispersed the fog and the clouds. It gave life to the
sprouts of frecdom that slumbered decp within us. Going abroad in
scarch of a livelihood, we all remained true to our country and dreamed
of sceing it free. So, we could not but reverc the man who claimed
rights for his people. The Vietnaincse in Franc? began speaking of
independence, sclf-determination, and Nguyén Ai Quéc. That name
itself held a magic attraction for us."

The new name in the anti-colonial movement and the dissemination
of "seditious literature” created a commontion among the French
authorities in Indochina. On July 25, 1919, the Ministry for Colonial
Affairs received a secret dispatch from the Governor of Cochin China.

"Newspapers in the colony have received an inflammatory leaflet
from Paris, entiled "List of Claims of the Annamese People,” it said, "It
is signed by a Nguyén Ai Qudc on behalf of a group of Annamites. I
should be grateful for any information you have about the author. In his
letters he says the leaflet was also sent to people in high places in Paris.
According to the sccret police in Cochin China, the man is known to the
Ministry for Colonial Affairs."
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A cable to the same effect also arrived from the Governor-General of
Indochina. Saying that the "List of Claims" had been found on the
person of an arrested Tonkinese, the Governor-General requested all the
available information about its author, Nguyén Ai Qudc, who was said
to have distributed the leaflet among departing natives in the port of
Marseilles.

The Vietnamese colonial press reacted in its own way. The newspaper
Tonkin’s Future wrote: " Again Nguyén Ai Quoc! Recently we quoted the
text of a pctition he had filed in Paris. Now the latest ship has brought us
the "List of Claims of the Annamese People.” The text has also reached a
number of joumalists, and officers of various institutions..."

The reaction of the Ministry for Colonial A ffairs was anything but
unexpected: although the war was over, it prolonged the postal
censorship in Vietnam and for Vietnamese living in France. In France
and Indochina police files were started on Nguyén Ai Quéc.Two secret
agents were assigned to shadow him. At the end of 1919, photographs
of him were filed by the Paris police. In a report of the Interior Ministry,
investigators noted that the heart and soul of the Annamese movement
in Paris was a certain Nguyén Ai Quéc, Secretary-General of the
Association of Annamites Patriots.

That was when Louis Arnoux, who saw Nguyén’s photograph for the
first time, noted his burning eyes and the resolution written on his face,
and said to officials of the Colonial Ministry that the young man,
seemingly frail and fragile, was a man of vigour and action, and would
one day put an end to French dominance in Indochina.

Nguyén had long wanted to tell common Frenchmen of the bitter
plight of his countrymen. And his acquaintanceship with Gaston
Monmousseau, a progressive Journalist, editor of La Vie Quvriére, and
Jean Longuet, grandon of Karl Marx, editor of the socialist Populaire,
helped him do so. It was difficult writing in a foreign tongue, but
gradually he learned, helped by his new friends, who touched up his
contributions.

He lamented that the French had so quickly forgotten the tens of
thousands of Vietnamese who had fought under the tricolour in the war,
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laying down their lives in the fields of France and Germany, gnd in the
Balkans. He wrotc of the appalling living conditions of the Vietnamese
"volunteers" building roads and digging foundation ditches in the
pnorthern suburbs of Paris. He wrote, too, that the end of t.he war had
brought no relief to the Vietnamese despite France winning. On the
contrary, the number of Vietnamesc sentenced to a slow dcatth on
Poulo Condore was rising, as was the number of prisoners in the
remote Tonkin province of Son La, and in France Guinca and New

Caledonia.

Through his contacts in the papers, Nguyén picked up the_lt meagre
and conflicting news came from Sovict Russia. He questioned his
Socialist friends about the Russian Revolution, and about Lenin and the
Bolsheviks. He wanted to understand them. That was not easy ip thgse
days. The bourgeois press had mounted a slander compaign, d1§tor1ng
the course of events in Russia. Posters put all over Paris deplc.ted a
Bolshevik with a blood-stained knife between his teeth, grasping a
woman by her hair, with peasant huts burning in the background. Qn
other posters a hungry Russia grovelled in agony. In the bourgeois
newspapers, Nguyen read monstrous inventions about the couptry-that
the Bolsheviks had loosencd a bloodbath, that the Soviets lllad
nationlised women, and that citizens had to file a request before being

allowed to marry.

At the end of 1918, the French government went over from hosti.le
propaganda : to armed intervention against the young Soviet Republic.
An Anglo-French squadron dropped anchor in Sevastopol and Odessa.
Landing parties scized Kherson and Nikolayev, and thrust farther north.

Workers in France responded with mass actions in defence of Fhe
Soviet Republic. Nguyen attended meetings held for severali c'or.lsecutl\fe
days by the 2,000 workers of a mechanical works in the vicinity of his
house. He joined the Socialists distributing leaflets that called on people
to come out against the intervention in Russia.

Marcel Cachin made emotional exposures of those "who slandered
: . s 1}
the Russian revolution without even trying to understand its nature”.
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Specaking in the National Assembly, he warned: "Regardless of your
attitude towards the Russian Revolution, get your troops out of there at
once. If you don’t, French soldiers will soon absorb the ideas of
Bolshckivism and Revolution. They will then come home and do what
the German soldicrs did who had been in Russia."

That, Cachin pointed out, was the unavoidable result of any resort
to force. The peoples would soon realise that they must secure the
solidarity of those who suffer want and oppression.

Cachin’s words were prophetic. In April 1919, French units
quartered in Odessa, and seamen stationed in Sevastopol, showed their
revolutionary mood by singing the Internationale and fraternising with
Russian workers. "Down with the War in Russia! Under this slogan
seamen formed revolutionary committees.

Nguyén stumbled upon a sensational item in the papers. A colonial
regiment of Algerians, Moroccans and Vietnamese quatered in Odessa
had refused to fight for the interests of the French bourgeoisie. It went
over to the side of the Red Army.

Nguyén did not know then that the man who raised the red flag on
the cruiser Waldeck-Rousseau, then at anchor in the Odessa harbour, was
a Vietnamese named Ton Dic Thang - a Saigon schoolmate of his who
would subsequently become a close comrade in the fight for a new
Vietnam.

"T am sure," Ton Dic Thing would say later, "that any Vietnamese
patriot, especially a worker, who found himself in Russia at that
historical moment, would have done exactly what I did, for to love
one’s country and to hate the imperialists means loving the October
Revolution and hating those who are against it."

The French authorities dealt most severely with the rebellious
seamen. André Marty, a mechanic aboard a destroyer, and dozens of
his mates were sentenced to hard labour. But this did not halt the actions
in defence of Soviet Russia. Young Socialists in Paris went about
singing a march written by Pau Vaillant Couturier. Meetings of
Nguyén’s party section frequently ended with the smgmg of these lines
from Couturier’s march:
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Tyrants stained with blood
Who started the four-year war
Have not overcome the proud, free Soviet

Land- land of the workers’ hope.

Gradually, Nguyén settled down. His party comrades got him a
permit de sejours and a work permit. With official papers in pocket, he
had no trouble finding a job at a reputable photographer’s. Finding
lodgings was more difficult. Few landladies wanted a Victnamese
lodger. Yet through Vaillant Couturier’s good offices, he finally moved
into an unprepossessing little room in the 17th arrondisement. To
glimpse a slice of blue sky he had to stick his head far out of the little
window facing the blank wall of an adjoining house. There was no
heating, and Nguyén suffered from the cold. His ingenuity found a part
solution: before leaving for work in the morning he would put a brick
in the landlady’s fire, and at night take it up to his room wrapped in a
newspaper and exuding warmth.

The quarter he lived in was a poor, working-class neighbourhood.
Nguyén saw the wretched life of its denizens. Once more, with his own
eyes, he saw the irreconcilable pattern of class antagonisms that racked
capitalist society. He put down his observations in a contribution to
L’ Humanité, entitled "Paris" and presented in the form of a letter to his
cousin in Vietnam.

"There’s a district in Paris that can by itself illustrate all sides of
life, the psychology of Paris, of all France, of the universe. Anyone who
wants to study the state of contemporary society will do well to visit
three places - I'Etoile, Batignole and Epinette. You have always had a
fertile imagination and I am sure that upon reading these three names
you will have guessed the rung each occupies on the social ladder. I can
even hear you whisper, 'Epinette, Epinette!” Life there is indeed very
thorny.(l) And I’Etoile is for the lucky, the privileged, a real Garden of
Eden.

1. A play on words, for Epinette sounds as a diminutive of I’epine, the French for black
thorn. - Auth.




"L’Etoile is a place of cosmopolitan luxury, abundance, and refined
indolence. It is a paradise for the idle of all colours and lands. Splendour
rules the day - cven the animals here are magnificent. The money spent
on various birds and pedigree horses would be cnough to feed the
population of one of our provinces. The meanest cur in this part of Paris
1s better off than a working man.

"The Epinette is at the bottom of the ladder: here live paupers,
unwanted people, the rejects of other two places. It is as though they
belong to some other breed of humans - timid, modest, shy, crushed by
the burden of their povety. Watch Uncle press the sugar juice out of sugar
cane, and you will get the picturc. The sweet juice runs down one side,
and the squeezed out remains arc on the other. That is what you have here:
wealth and indolence on one side, want and hard work on the other."

Contributing to left papers, Nguyén lcarned how little, if anything,
the French knew of his country.

On January 4, 1920, Jean, a sccret agent who tailed Nguyén, reported
to the Minister for Colonial Affairs: "Monsieur Nguyén Ai Quéc
complained that other countries know nothing about Indochina. He had
spoken to foreigners, and none of them knew a place like that existed.
They had never heard of it, and assumed that it was a border zone
between India and China. Nguyén Ai Qudc said he wanted to speak and
write as much as possible about Indochina. He wanted members of the
Socialist Party to mount a campaign, so that everybody should know
what is really going on in Indochina."

Nguyén’s wish to let ordinary Frenchmen know the truth about the
colonialists’ abuses in Indochina led to the thought of writing and
publishing a book. In his very next report, secret agent Jean cities a
dialogue between Nguyén and Lam, a friend of his:

"When do you expect to finish your book? Lam asked.

"Hard to say. [ need a lot of fresh material. I wouldn’t want to invent
anything. I'll quote extracts from various books on French colonialism.
The book will consist of four chapters - the first about Indochina prior
to its seizure by the French, the second about what the colonialists
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brought to Indochina, the third about the present situation in Indochina,
and the fourth about Indochina’s future.

Nguyén cntitled his book, which was rcady in March 1920, The
Oppressed.

"Monsicur Nguyén Ai Qudc, wrote agent Jean, "intends to publish
the book on his own money. He told Lam he had saved up 300 francs...
It is most unlikcly that some secret organisation should have supplied
him with any money, because he is a finicky sort of person. He wants
the book to be published on his own savings."

But the manuscript never reached the printer’s. On coming home
onc night, Nguyén found it missing, Jean, a man who knew of Nguyén’s
every step, had evidently stolen it. But what Nguyén had accomplished
was not wasted. He used a few of the chapters he had intended for "The
Oppressed” in a book that appeared in 1925, French C odonisation on Trial.

His moving to ncw lodgings, even though they amounted to an
unhcated, small half-dark room, meant that now Nguvén was financially
independent of Phan Chu Trinh and Phan Van Trudng. Their
relationship had indeed gradually grown cooler.

Phan Chu Trinh, evidently affected by his arrest and prison term,
had in effect abandoned all political activities, and preferred spending
his free time in billiard halls. As for Phan Van Trudng, he was by nature
more attracted to desk work. He had neither skill nor the liking to work
among people. And Nguyén was angry at both for their indiffcrence.

They, on the other hand, thought his conduct and tics with the
Association of Victnamcese Patriots a worthless and childish venture.
Ficrce arguments would break out between them. The secret agents who
kept an eye on their house reported the noisy quarrels that occurred
cach night, noting that by all evidence the views of Phan Chu Trinh
and Nguyén Ai Qudc diverged.

A Ministry for Colonial Affairs file contained the following note:
"Neguyén Ai Quéc is gradually becoming an authoritative leader of the
Annamites resident in France, whilc the part played by Phan Chu Tiinh
nd Phan Van Truong is diminishing.” ‘




Nguyén was perturbed by the ideological break with his friends. He
was fond of both of them, and grateful for all the good things they had
done for him. So their final encounter left a most bitter aftertaste. One
evening, as usual, they gathered in Trudng’s study. Stroking his
moustache nervously, Trinh glanced vexatiously at Nguyén.

"] was told you’re distributing leaflets," he said.

"Yes, claims of the Annamites. Trudng helped me with my French,
and the Association hclped disseminate them in France and Indochina.
What’s wrong, Uncle Phan?"

Trudng explained hastily, "I did help, but I told him he was playing
a dangerous game."

"An adventurer, that’s what you are,"” Trudng exclaimed. I’ve told
you before, and I'll say it again: France is a civilised country. It is
bringing us enlightenment and knowledge. What we need are a few
reforms. Our troubles come from our weak-minded emperor, greedy
mandarins, feudal lords, and the gentry. What we need is a republic and
the paternal hands of France."

Trinh was reared on strick Confucian traditions, and in political
debates preferred the lapidary style of the old Chinese writings, where
characters usually stood for just the subject, object, and predicate, while
many grammatical aspects, such as tense, mood, and so on, were merely
implied.

"What civilisation arc you talking about, Uncle Phan? Nguyén
asked acidly. "Haven’t you heard of the colonialists’ cruelty? More
prisons than schools, and all of them crowded. Vietnamese have been
stripped of elementary rights. We are oppressed, by what is worse is
that the colonialists ply us with opium and drink - in order to make
idiots out of us. You call that civilisation?"

He cited a newspaper report of a French mechanic in Hai Phong
shooting a man who was pursuing a young woman. The killed man
turned out to be European. The killer said to justify the murder that he
had thought his victim was a native.

"And what about the rising in Thii Nguyén?" Nguyén added
heatedly. "Blood was shed, and innocent people were executed. It was
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provoked by M. Darles, the French resident. To squeeze money out of
people, he put them in jail, where they were beaten. He buried people up
to their necks in the ground and did not release them until they were half
dead. Do you think M. Darles was punished for it? Not on your life!”

Truong smiled sadly.
"Did you think your petition would help?" he asked.

"No, 1 didn’t," Nguyén replied. "But we mustn’t sit on our hands.
Unite, organise, gather strength. Colonialists do not change their spots.
To plead with them is like playing the lute to a buffalo. Force and
nothing but force will win us freedom. Remember Lé Loi, Tran Hung
Dao, and Quang Trung. In Russia, the peole have taken power into their
own hands. Our neighbour, China, has risen, t0o0."

"No, no, and no. No force. Force would be the end," Trinh objected.
He added, as though arguing against his old ideological adversary, Phan
Boi Chau, "Mustn’tcount on foreign countries either. That’s stupid."

Truong filled the pause by saying:

"Our task is to enlighten our people. We¢ must bring them
knowledge. Political knowledge. Cautiously, and slowly. The way you
behave, your scandalours speeches at the club, your leaflets - it’s
childish. There’s no other word for it. But it’s also dangerous. The
police’ll be after you." : .

The argument between the three lasted deep into the night. At that
time, Nguyén did not know Marx’s pertinent thought that action is
more important than talk. The sixth sense of a real revolutionary
filled Nguyén with a yearning for action - to help those who were
fighting and rouse those who had resigned themselves to being
colonial slaves. '

Nguyén did not lose contact with his elder friends after he had
moved to the new place. He could not accept their views, but had deep
respect for both of them for what they had done. Phan Chu Trinh had
been the idol of the patriotic Vietnamese youth for years. And when he
died suddenly in 1925, after having just returned to his homeland, all
dedicated Vietnamese took his death as a great national loss. As many
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as 140,000 people walked behind his coffin through the streets of

Saigon. There were also public demonstrations in Hanoi, Hai Phong,
and Nam Dinh.

Phan Vin Trudng, the timid intellectual, had donc a lot by then to
disseminate Marxist knowledge in Vietnam. He had beer the first to
translate the Communist Manifesto into Vietnamese, and had himself

written dozens of articles on Marxist theory. On returning home, he - '

started a newspaper, Annam, which ranked as one of the most
progressive publications in Cochin China in the 1920s.

But a break with his old friends, though painful, was becoming
inevitable. Ideologically, Nguyén was already far ahead of them. He
was foreign = to any and all conservatism, and rejected the social
utopias and political delusions of the Vietnamese national leaders of the
ends of the 19th and early 20th centuries. A man of action, he had a
revolutionary psychology, and happily escaped the effects of any
dangerous reformist viruses. Unlike his old friends, he was about to
merge national patriotic ideals with the Marxist doctrine.

THE MAGIC SWORD

There is a legend in our country...
about the magic Brocade Bag. When
facing great difficulties, one opens it
and finds a way out... Leninism is not
only a miraculous Brocade Bag, a
compass, but also a radiant sun
lluminating our path to final victorv,
to socialism and communism.

Hé Chi Minh

1

Following the foundation of the Third (Communist) International on
Lenin’s initiative, the ‘truly revolutionary forces in the working-class
movement in capitalist countries mounted a struggle against reformist
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jcaders and for the founding of communist parties, that is, parties of a
new type called upon to lead the revolutionary movement and rally the
mass of the working people. '

In France, the fight for a new type of party, and its affiliation with
the Comintern, was headed by the revolutionary wing of the Socialist
party. By the end of 1919, within just a year of the conclusion of World
War I, the Party’s membership had risen to nearly 100,000. Most of the
new members were young workers strongly influenced by the 1917
Socialist Revolution in Russia. This was the time the Party was joined
by Maurice Thorez and Jacques Duclos, later the foremost leaders of
the French working-class movement. The younger members in the Party
were ever more visibly opposed to reformist policies. They demanded
that the Socialist Party should quit the Second International and join
Lenin’s Third. '

The French section of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks),
consisting, among others, of Inesse Armand, Jeanne Labourbe and
Jacques Sadoul, contributed greatly to the spread of the ideas of the
Third International among the working people of France. At the height
of the May strikes of 1919 a new body sprang up in Paris which called
itself the Committee for Affiliation with the Third International.
Members of the socialist revolutionary wing saw their task in
propagating communist ideas.

Meetings of the Party’s district section, which Nguyé&n did his best
to attend regularly, were increasingly reminiscent of a droning swarm
of wasps. Successive speakers argued about the two Internationals -
which of them was better suited to further the interests of the French
workers. The arguments were made all the more vehement by the
impctuos French temperament. Nguyén listened attentively, though not
everything the speakers said was clear. Some juggled with "clever"
words  -"utopian socialism”, "anarchism", ‘"reformism", and
"syndicalism", and with the names of Saint-Simon, Fourier, and
Blanqui. But gradually he began to grasp the overall picture.

The meetings, like the Party, comprised three fairly distinctive
camps. The left Socialists were for joining the Comintern, which they
Saw us the harbinger of truly revolutionary struggle for the liberation
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of the working class from capitalist oppression. The right wing
demanded the revival of the Second International, which, they
maintained, was closer to the democratic traditions of the French
Republic. The middle-of-the -roaders, meanwhile, known in the Party as
the Longuetists (their leader was Jean Longuet), were for refurbishing the
Second International by clearing it of all "non-socialist" elements.

Nguyén was distressed that the speakers discoursed exclusively
about the future of the French working-class movement, and made no
reference whatever to the fate of the colonial peoples. At one meeting,
he asked for the floor:

"Dear friends", he said, "all of you are Socialists. That is splendid.
All of you want to liberate the working class. If so, what difference
is there between the Second, Third, and Second-and-a-Half Internationals?
Whatever International you join, you will have to act together,
because you have the same goal. Why argue so much? While you
argue, my compatriots in Indochina are languishing under the
colonial yoke..."

After the meeting, a girl named Rose, whom he knew before, told
him he did not see the difference between the Internationals because he
was still green.

"You’ll soon see what our arguments are all about,” she said. "The
issue has a strong bearing on the future of our working class."”

In his heart, Nguyén was always with the left Socialists, those who
spoke out for the colonial peoples. It was among them that he found
friends. Yet his conscious option in favour of Leninsm came in 1920.
On July 16 and 17, L' Humanité published tentative guidelines on the
national and colonial questions formulated by Lenin for the 2nd
Congress of the Communist International. That was the first time
Nguyén read anything written by Lenin. He was stunned by the simple
wisdom, of Lenin’s ideas. He was overjoyed to read that the
"Communist International’s entire policy on the national and the
colonial questions should rest primarily on a closer union of the
proletarians and the working masses of all nations and countries for a
Joint revolutionary struggle to overthrow the landowners and the
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pourgcoisic. This union alone will guarantee victory over capitalism,
without which the abolition of national oppression and incquality is

impossible™.

For the first time in his life, Nguyén read in so many words, with
«taggering impact, that the efforts of the revolutionary movement in the
mc;ropolitan countrics and those in the colonial countries should merge.
He rcad about the distinctions and specificity of the liberation
movement in colonial and dependent countries. Lenin stressed:

"With rcgard to the more backward states and nations, in which
feudal or patriarchal and patriarchal-peasant relations predominate, it 1s
particularly important to bear in mind:

"... that all Communist partics must assist the bourgeois-democratic
liberation movement in these countries, and that the duty of rendering the
most active assistance rests primarily with the workers of the country the
backward nation is colonially or financially dependent on."*~

Nguyén kept reading some of the passages over and over; he wantcd
to recach down to the bottom of the Lenin’s idcas. Tears of delight
dimmed his eyes. He felt as though he had long and stubbornly climbed
uphill, clinging to barcly visible projections, his fingers bleeding, until
now, at last, he saw the boundless spaces in all their beauty. For nine
vears had he looked for the Magic Sword, the great truth that would
bring freedom to his pcople. And he had found it at last - the truly
revolutionary, endlessly diverse, universal Leninist doctrine, whose
main principles were equally applicable to thc advanced capitalist
countrics and to the backward peasant countrics of the Fast.

Thus passed the night. This time the dawn was not only the
forcrunner of a new day, but also the beginning of a fundamentally new
stage in Nguyén’s life. Lenin’s ideas captured him. He was conquered
for good. Years latcr, as President of Free Vietnam, he recollected:

"In those Theses there were political terms that were difficult to
understand. But by reading them again and again [ was finally able to
grasp the essential part. What emotion, enthusiasm, enlightenment and

v !A‘Lcnin. Collected Works. Vol.31, Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1977, p. 146.
() Ibid , p. 149.
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confidence they communicated to me! [ wept for joy. Sitting by myself
in my room, I would shout as if I were addressing large crowds: "My
dear long-suffering compatriots! This is what we need, this is our path
to liberation!”

"Since then, [ had complete confidence in Lenin, in the Third
International.”

Nguyén sent a letter to the Committee for Affiliation with the Third
Intcrnational, asking to be admitted as its member. And he way aceepied.
Now, he was one of the most active speakers at mectings of his section.
He attacked Lenin’s enemies, the enemies of the Third International.
"If you do not condemn colonialism, if you do not side with the colonial
peoples," he said, "what kind of revolution are you then making?" Checred
by young workers, he flung these words at the opportunists. On
becoming a member of the Committee, he eagerly attended meetings of
other sections, where he articulately defended his ideas.

In Moscow on August 6, 1920, the 2nd Congress of thc Comintern
endorsed the 21 conditions for admission to the Comintern. L’ Humanité
published the full text of that important document. Nguyén’s attention
was attracted to clause 8: "The parties of countries where thc
bourgeoisie possesses colonies and oppresses other nations must have
an especially clear line in the matter of colonies and oppressed
nationalities. Every party that wants to belong to the Third International
is obliged to expose the offences of "its own’imperialists in the colonies
without mercy; it is obliged to support any liberation movement in the
colonies by deed rather than word, and demand the expulsion of its
own, home-bred imperialists from these colonies, cultivate among the
working people of its own country a truly fraternal attitude towards the
working population of the colonies and towards oppressed nationalitics,
and to conduct systematic agitation among their own troops against any
and all oppression of the colonial peoples.”

The Committee for Affiliation to the Third International had no
residence of its own. It leased various available premises, and kept
moving from address to address. One day, at a meeting in the Latin
Quarter, Nguyén got to know a young Frenchman who had just been
demobilised from the army. His name was Jacques Duclos. Though fic
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Wwas scven years Nguyén’s junior, they looked the same age, for like all
Victnamese, Nguyén was slim and straight, and had shining black hair,
which made him look much younger than his age. They met regularly
at mectings of the Committee, and gradually became friends.

Duclos recalled later: "We spoke a lot about Soviet Russia when
collecting money in the streets to help the Russian Revolution cope with
the hunger and the aftermaths of the blockade organised by France and
other Entente countries.”

Onec day, Nguyén said the Russian revolution was in danger: "Yet,"
he added, "it will defeat all its enemies, though many hardships lie ahead.”

Duclos was only just starting on his activity in the party. He eagerly
questioned Nguyén about things he had not yet himself understood. One
late night, the two friends were travelling in a nearly empty car of the
Paris subway. The usual smell of machine oil and burnt rubber hung
heavily in the air. Jacques told Nguyén that he had seen Vietnamese in
his native village in the foothills of the Pyrenees. They were employed
in a military workshop, and lived in barracks behind barbed wire.

Jacques asked Nguyén why the wretches had left their homes. In
reply he heard the sad story of how his countrymen abused the
Victnamese. how they were stripped of elementary human rights, how
they were mercilessly exploited and forcibly turned into alcoholics and
drug addicts.

"That was a revelation,” Duclos recollected. "For in France we were
told colonial policy was a kind of export of civilisation. Thanks to
Nguyén I learned the truth about French colonialism."

But the main subject they discussed was the Comintern. In those
days the young Socialists who favoured affiliation with the Comintern
were cagerly awaiting the return from Moscow of Marcel Cachin and
the General Secretary of the Socialist Party, Louis Frossard, who had
gone to meet Lenin and make contact with the governing bodies of the
Comintern. Would these two men cope with their job? Time and again,
Nguyén and Jacques rased and discussed this question. Both agreed
that Frossard could not be trusted as a political figure. And soon,
Frosssrd bore them out by leaving the French Communist Party which
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he had himsclf help to found. As for Cachin, here they differed. Duclos
had never met Cachin, but had heard he was a centrist, Nguyén, who
knew Cachin well, who had cxplained the Indochina situation to him,
was captivated by the fact that even when Cachin backed the idea of
"war to the finish", he was still actively opposed to colonialism.

"Nguyén thought better of Marcel Cachin’s probable perfomance in
Moscow than L," Duclos recollected. "And he proved right... Lenin, too,
had different opinions of Cachin and Frossard, though both believed in
‘war to the finish’. Lenin saw that the Russian Revolution had made a
strong impression on Cachin, and had trust in him. He ignored the hints
that Cachin was a centrist. And I found that Nguyén Ai Quoc’s opinion
of Cachin was practically the same as Lenin’s."

The Socialist Party of France joined the Comintern. The time was
ripe for a radical restructuring. Nguyén used to say angrily that party
meetings had become a talking-shop, with no one bothering to carry out
adopted decisions.

"A revolutionary party," he used to say to Duclos, "must have tight
discipline. Once a decision is taken, it has to be followed. It is high
time for us to form a new party where the parliamentary style of work
‘will be ruled out."

Cachin and Frossard came back from Russia. On August 13, the
Socialist Party held a meeting on the premises of the Paris circus.
People shoved and pushed to get closer to the orators, for there were
no loudspeakers in those days. Thousands of workers had come.
occupying all the scats, spilling over on the arena. Yet the tram and
subway brought new masses of people, and the 30,000 who found no
place inside the circus, milled in the adjoining streets. Nguyén had been
among the first to come, and found a comfortable seat.

When Cachin appeared, everybody sang the Internationale and
chanted, "Long live Cachin! Long live Lenin! Long live the Soviets!"
"What a joy for an old Socialist who has dreamed of it for thirty years
to see a society in which labour alone has all the power,” Cachin said.
He said the Russian Revolution, which had created such a socicty, paid
a heavy price for it."
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"We, t00," he said, "are making it suffer, since the soldiers of the
Socialist Republic of Russia are being killed by French shells fabrl'cated
by French workers and transported by French railwaymen and sailors.

"Gather strength, people of France! See what imperialist France is
up to, and think of your duty."

Cachin said the French Socialists ought to study the experignce 'of
the Russian Revolution. He said the Third Intemationa!, unlfke‘ its
predecessors, had gone over to direct action against world m‘lpen’ahsm.
[t was uniting all nations, and giving them moral and material .ald. He
said the Russian Revolution and the Comintern were arousing the
cnslaved. Ideas of liberation were spreading in the East, too, and the
better minds and over the world were hoping for national independence

and freedom.

After his visit to Russia, Cachin became one of the most dedicated
members of the movement for affiliation with the Third Intematior}al.
He travelled all over France, took part in dozens of meetings, explaining
the substance of communism and expressing confidence in the victory
of the Russian Bolshcviks. Cachin’s drive swung the scales. At the end
of 1920 most French Socialists voted for affiliation with the Comintern.

2

At the height of the Christmas holidays, on December 25, 1920, the
Socialist Party held its national congress in the little town of ‘Tours.
Among its 285 delegates, Nguyén Ai Quéc, elected by his section for
his part in the Committee for Affiliation, was the only representative
of the French colonies.

The congress was held in the riding school next door to St. .Julian’s
Cathedral facing the Loire. (During World War II the building was
bombed and burned down.)

The riding school was hastily adapted for the congress by men'lbers
of the local party branch. The presiding platform consisted of 1.mpa1nted
planks laid out on trestles; collapsible chairs and tables were hired from
a soft drinks tradesman; a few garlands of flowers adorned the ceiling;
portraits of Jaurés were hung on the walls, and behind the speakers’
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platform two large posters: "Liberation of the working people is the
cause of the working people!” and "Workers of All Countries, Unite".

Faithful to the tradition that dated to the romantic times of the
French Revolution, congress delegates scated themselves in separate
groups depending on their views. On the left were those who wanted
affiliation with the Comintern, the Longuetists were in the centre (they
were the "reconstructors”, those who wanted to mercly improve the
Second International), and on the right were the social-chauvinists,
fierce enemies of Bolshevism and Soviet Russia.

The debate went on for four days. Though the majority had from the
start favoured the party’s affiliation with the Comintern, the controversy
was exceedingly sharp. The social-chauvinists and "reconstructors” seized
on cvery opportunity to distort the terms of admission to the Comintern,
to slander those who favoured affiliation, and to influence the final
decision of those who were not entirely clear about the goals and tasks
of Communists. And the latter were fairly numerous.

At the height of the meeting the floor was given to Nguyén Ai Qudc.
A murmur of approval resounded when the slim young man with a high
forehead and prominent cheek-bones, dressed in a fairly elegent suit of
clothes specially borrowed for the occasion, rose to speak. There was
no microphone, and Nguyén spoke standing beside his seat.

"I should be speaking of the world revolution,” he said. "But as a
Socialist I have come here with pain in my heart to protest against the
monstrous imperialist crimes in my country."

"Bravo," someone shouted.

After describing the fierce colonial exploitation, oppression,
discrimination, and abuse loosened on the Vietnamese, Nguyén
exclaimed:

"Twenty million Vietnamese or half as many as the population of
France, live a life of misery. Yet they are said to be under the protection
of France! The Socialist Party must take effective mcasures on behalf
of the oppressed colonial peoples."

Amidst shouts of approval, Jean Longuet cried:
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"But I've spoken in defence of the natives."

"Haven’t I imposed a dictatorship of silence when I began to speak?
Nguyén parried, causing merriment in the hall. "The Party. should
conduct socialist propaganda in all the colonies. I should think that
affiliation with the Third International with am_ount tol the” party
promising to recognise the importance of the colonial question.

A decisive moment came in the deliberations at nightfa}l on
December 29. Resolutions were put to the vote. One was for afﬁh.a.tlon
with the Third International, another rejected some of the 21 condl'.uo'ns
of the Comintern and suggested establishing contact with all socialist
organisations that had quit the Second Intematiopal. The ﬁ_rst was
submitted by Cachin, the second by Longuet. Ca}chlp-’s res,oluuon won
70 per cent of the votes, including that of Nguyén Ai Quoc.

Delegates sang the Internationale. "Long live Jaures," shouted the
right wingers. "Long live Jaurés and Lenin," shouted those on the left.
The right-wingers and the "reconstructors" refused to submit to the
majortly and walked out of the congress hall. Those who stayed
founded the Communist Party of France, which became the French

section of the Comintern.

It was half past two in the morning on December 30, ‘1920, when
the Communist Party opened its 1st Congress. Those minutes were
historic not only for the French working-class movement, but al'so
because they marked the initiation of the first Vietnamese Communist
who raised the Leninist banner in the national liberation movement of

Vietnam.

After a spell of revolutionary activity under the national:derzlf)crati’c
banner, fighting against colonialism and imperialism, Nguyén Ai Qudc
opted for Marxism-Leninism. Many years later he would say:

"At first it was patriotism, not yet communism which led me t(? have
confidence in Lenin and the Third International. Step by step, in tl}e
course of the struggle, studying Marxism-Leninism and eng'aging in
practical activities, 1 finally understood that only socialism and
communism can liberate the oppressed nations and the working people
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throughout the world from slavery. I understood then how indissolubly
patriotism and proletarian internationalism were tied together."

Those who really love their country, Nguyén used to say, those who
consider themselves a particle of the people and devote themselves to
the fight for national and social liberation, are bound to espouse
Marxism-Leninism. The Communists, he added, as history shows every
day, are the most consistent and the stoutest champions of national
interests, of the will of their peoples. They are truly selfless fighters for
independence, freedom, and the prosperity of their countries.

THE COMMUNIST

Ho Chi Mink's first and greatest service
was that he tied in the revolutionary
movement in Vietham with the
international working-class movement,
and led the people of Vietnam along the
path he had travelled himself - from
patriotism to Marxism-Leninism.

Lé Duin

1

"Conlfidential. To the Minister of French Colonies M. Albert Sarraut
from the Chief Inspector of Indochinese troops in France. I have thc
honour to report that last night I had a talk with Phan Chu Trinh. He
is in a sad condition - sick and moneyless - and wants to g0 home. I
am sure you know his frame of mind. I should only like to add that he
is no troublemaker. Phan Chu Trinh is a nationalist. True, he nurses the
hope of seeing his country independent one day. But he believes that
our protectorate in Annam should continue.

"Phan Chu Trinh’s ideas, filtered by his ten years’ stay in France,
have no resemblance to those of Nguyén Ai Quoc. In fact, Trinh
disapproves of Nguyén’s ideas and methods. I am convinced that the
best thing for us would be to grant Phan Chu Trinh’s request. I therefore
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beg Your Excellency to permit him to return to his country, and to
instruct the Bank of Indochina to pay his fare."

The French guardians of the law in Indochina no longer feared Phan
Chu Trinh. His erstwhile patriotism had succumbed to his Francophile
views and finally sank to primitive collaborationism. When departing
from France on February 3, 1925, he told an audience at the Salle des
Sociétés Savantes of his political views:

"To survive and develop, the Asiatic lands need a material force.
France and France alone can help us. France, too, if it wants to maintain
its power in the Far East, has a stake in cooperating with Vietnam. If
the two sides work together they will achieve everything. If they do
not, they will achieve nothing."

This speech was Phan Chu Trinh’s political swan song. Young .people
were the first to see that their idol has fallen, and ridiculed his ideas.

And the fewer followers Phan Chu Trinh had, thei greater were the
fears of the colonial authorities concerning Nguyén Ai Qudc.

Meanwhile, the young Communist was occupied collecting money,
medical supplies and clothing for hunger-stricken Russia. He tried to
miss none of the party meetings that called on the French government
to lift the economic blockade of Soviet Russia and grant it diplomatic
recognition. Often, he was seen among the speakers at discussion clubs.
And in his little room he worked late into the night, writing on the
colonial issue for party newspapers. On Sundays, Nguyén began going
to the Bibliothéque Nationale on Rue Richelieu. It was through Vaillant
Couturier, who took advantage of his National Assembly credentials,
that Nguyén was granted a permanent library pass. He was also a
frequent visitor at the Rue Lafayette headquarters of the French
Communist Party’s Central Committee, and was soon appointed
member of its Colonial Affairs Commission , in which he took charge
of the Indochina section.

Ever since 1880, it was a tradition among the ordinary people of
Paris to lay flowers at the foot of the Wall of the Communards at
Pere-Lachaise Cemetery at the end of May. Nguyén, too, observed the
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tradition, and listened with rapt attention to speeches extolling the
Communards and calling on people to follow their example.

All his free time Nguyén devoted to party work. Though he was
over 30, he had not yet given any girl a piece of red silk as is the
Vietnamese custom, so that old man Moon could tie him.by a silken
thread to his chosen one. Possibly, there was a girl in his native Lotus
Village who, according to feudal custom, the families had agreed would
be his life. But a lot of water had flowed beneath the bridge. For his
fellow villagers he was simply a missing person. Even if his father had
at some time underwritten a contract with some family, its validity had
lapsed. And it was certainly not casy to find a fitting companion in a
foreign land. His frequent moves from country to country, the
profcssional revolutionary’s ascetic way of life, and the rules of
conspiracy - all this pushed his personal affairs far to the background.
Nguyén Ai Qudc simply remained a bachelor all his life.

At the central Committee, Nguyén met progressive young people
from other French colonies - Algerians, Tunisians, Madagascans, and
so on. Gradually, they arrived at the idea of forming a joint
organisation, and in July 1921 founded what they called the
Intercolonial Union. Nguyén was elected to its governing committee.
The purpose of the Union, its rules said, was to unite colonials resident
in France for the common struggle for national liberation. Two hundred
people joined at once, including all the members of two organisations
- the Association of Vietnamese Patriots and the Madagascan Human
Rights League.

One of the Union activists and a close friend of Nguyén’s was the
lawyer Bloncourt, a native of the Antilles. Some fifty years later, he
recollected:

“Nguyén attended all meetings regularly. I saw he was dedicated to
the struggle for the liberation of all colonial and oppressed people - not
only in Vietnam, but all over the Earth. He had indomitable faith in
final victory. For him the only way to national liberation was that of
revolution. His mind was set on the thought of national liberation, and
this shaped all his life accordingly. Once, when he' learned of the
barbarous French reprisals heaped on people in Dahomey, he was
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deeply incensed and suffered as greatly as though all this was happening
in Vietnam to his own people. He was a humanist and internationalist
in the full sense of the word."

Nguyén, a prolific contributor to the party press, knew the force
packed by the printed word. He suggested the Intercolonial Union should
put out its own newspaper. Nguyén and his friends called it Le Paria,
for the word indicated the actual situation of the oppressed and humiliated
colonial peoples. None of the Union activists save Nguyén had any
journalistic experience, and he was promptly chosen to run the paper.

Nguyén called on Henri Barbusse and asked him to give a hand. At
that time, Barbusse headed Clarté, the international league of
progressive writers formed on his initiative. Its members included such
distinguished writers as Anatole France, Barnard Shaw, Upton Sinclair,
Rabindranath Tagore, and so on. Barbusse responded instantly. He even
found a room for the newspaper in the Clarté building. i

The first issue of Le Paria appearcd on April 1, 1922. The title of
the one-sheet tabloid-size paper was given in three languages - French,
Arabic, and Chinese, thus emphasising its international nature. The
introductory message to the readership said it was the first newspaper
to represent the working people of all the French colonies.

Distribution called for ingenuity. At first, Le Paria was mailed to
official addresses in Indochina, the African colonies, and the West
Indics. But nearly all the mailed copies were seized by the local police.
Where upon arrangements were made for seamen to carry the
newspaper secretly.

Some copies were sold in Paris among colonials and Vietnamese
workers. Though most of the latter could not read, they were told what
it was about, and bought the paper all the same, asking their French
matcs to recad it to them. Le Paria was also put on sale at Paris
newsstalls controlled by the FCP. Nguyén wused to come to
workers’meetings with a large number of copies, which he handed out
silently. In the end, he climbed the platform and said the newspaper,
which exposed the colonialist oppression, was being handed out free.
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"But we should be grateful,” he would add, "if you volunteered some
money, even if it is only a sou."

Many Vietnamese sympathised with Nguyén’s activity, but were
afraid of reprisals and sent him money secretly. One day a Vietnamese
student slid into the /e Paria office, looked about anxiously, and put 5
francs on the desk "for the newspaper". And vanished at once. He was
the son of a prosperous collaborationist.

Nguyén was not only editor but also writer of most of the articles.
Besides, he produced cartoons and drawings. Responding to all
important events in Indochina and other French colonies, he ridiculed
the mercenary colonial regime. Le Paria was for him also a vehicle for
promoting the ideas of the Great October Socialist Revolution. While
bourgeois writers flung mud at the Communist International, distorting
its policy, Le Paria spoke-out loud and clear in its favour issue after
issue. "The Comintern," the paper wrote, "fights tirelessly against the
plunderous essence of the bourgeoisie in all countries of the world.
Study Marx. See the brilliant embodiment of his ideas in Soviet Russia.
Communism is the only road to our liberation."

In the paper, Nguyén expounded his political and ideological creed.
In the colonies, he pointed out, revolution was the business of the mass
of the people. The Communist Party, he amplified, was the only party
that could take the national liberation struggle to full and final victory.
This was a new word for the Vietnamese. Fired by Lenin’s ideas,
Nguyén had arrived at the conclusion that the Vietnamcsc revolution
could not do without Matxism-Leninism and a political working-class

party.

In June 1922, a colonial exhibition opened in Marseilles. It was to '

show that the French were bearers of civilisation in their colonial
empire. Indochina, the pearl of the French colonies, was widely on
display. Arful models of the Cambodian Angkor temples, of ancient
Vietnamese pagodas, and old Hanoi streets aroused everybody’s
interest. Khmer dancers performed on a platform in the centre of the
exhibition grounds. Vietnamese rickshaws ran up and down the grounds
with lovers of Oriental exoticness ensconced in them.
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But the greatest attraction was the Vietnamese imperial court which
the French brought to Marscilles for the opening of the cxhibition. It
arrived aboard the s.s. Portos, which flew a triangular orange flag with
the two red strips of the imperial dynasty. Emperor Khai Binh whom
the French installed on the Annamite throne in 1916 in place of the
rebellious Duy Tan, walked slowly down the snow-white gangplank.
The most vicious of all puppet emperors appearcd before the welcoming
crowd clad in the traditional imperial garb - a goldfish turban on his
head, and a long silk robe with claborate dragons embroidered on it
draping him from the neck to his fect. Behind him came a ten-year-old
boy named Vinh Thuy. Three years later he would become the last of
the emperors in Vietnamese history under the reign title of Bao Dai.

Emperor Khai Dinh and his heir apparent were accompanied by an
cnormous retinue consisting of dignitaries and officials in resplendent garb.

At the foot of the gangplank, the honoured guests were met by
Albert Sarraut, French Minister for Colonial Affairs. Responding to
Sarraut’s greeting, Khai Dinh said pompously: "France is our teacher.
Out of our fond handshake come good feclings as both our countrics
march forward together.”

Nguyén wrote an angry exposure of the extravaganza put on in
Marseilles. He described an episode that occurred in Victnam shortly
before the opening of the exhibition: a Frenchman had burned a
Victnamese railwayman alive because he thought the man had not been
prompt enough in carrying out his orders. "In Marseilles,” Nguyén
wrote, "people extol the humane spirit of France, while in Vietnam they
kill our compatriots. In Marseilles they hail Indochina’s prosperity,
while in Vietnam people die of hunger.”

Nguyén decided to try his hand at a satirical interlude on Khai Dinh,
entitled The Bumboo Dragon. From time immemorial, Vietnamese
craftsmen cut exotic dragons out of warped or twisted pieccs of
bamboo. Though in Buddhist demonology the dragon symbolised power
and glory, the bamboo dragon, however attractive it may have looked,
was nothing but a useless toy. Similarly, a traitor, even though crowned,
Was nothing but a wretched toy in the hands of the colonialists.
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Nguyén’s The Bamboo Dragon was published in Le Paria, and was then
performed at one of the L'Humanité festivals in a Paris suburb.

The colonial press mounted a mudslinging campaign against Le
Paria. The Tin dién thuoc dia, a Saigon newspapcr, published a
pamphlet in which Nguyén Ai Qudc was described as "a man of
excessive ambitions". When the paper reached Paris, members of the
governing committce of the International Union called an emergency
meeting. The next issue of Le Paria carried an article by a Vietnamese
resident in France, Nguyén The Truyén.

"What are Nguyén Ai Qudc’s excessive ambitions?" he asked. "His
greatest ambition is the liberation of his countrymen who are living in
slavery and are mercilessly exploited by the greedy colonialists. What
more noble ambition could there be?"

"Nguyén Ai Qudc’s chest was not covered with decorations," Truyén
went on to say, "and no government remittances were sent to him. Yet
he was the personification of Vietnam’s hopes and aspirations."

"Last year in Victnam," Truyén wrote, "I heard many inspiring
stories about Nguyén passed from mouth to mouth. An old lady whose
two sons were jailed by the French, asked me if I knew him. And a
boy whose father the French thought suspicious and put away in prison-
kept asking me, "Oh, please, tell me what Nguyén Ai Qudc looks like.
Is he really like all of us, a man of flesh and bone?"

The French secret police kept an eye on all people coming from the
colonies. Their interest in Nguyén Ai Qudc after he joined the CP of
France and began putting out Le Paria, was especially great. Wherever
he went, plainclothesmen were sure to follow. Often, they did not
bother to conceal themselves, though when he was at meetings or
conferences, they stayed outside for they feared what the workers would
do to them. In the end, Nguyén had to learn things all revolutionaries
had to know - the art of security. Gradually, he learned, and those who
shadowed him found their job getting harder.

The landlady, too, noticed this side in Nguyén’s life. "Monsieur Ho,"
she said years later, "led a secluded life. I could never be sure if he was
still at home. That was how, one day, he disappeared forever."
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The 2nd Congress of the French Communist Party gathered in
Marseilles, and once more Nguyén was elected delegate as member of
the Central Committee’s Colonial Affairs Commission. On arriving
from Paris, he and a few other delegates approached the building where
the congress was to take place. Out of nowhere two plainclothesmen
jumped on him. But Nguyén was quicker. He slipped out of their hands,
and ran inside the building, where the policemen did not dare follow.

The congress opened, and Nguyén was clected to its presiding party.
He spoke on the colonial question, and proposed a resolution,
"Communism and the Colonies", drafted by the Party’s Colonial Affairs
Commission in keeping with thc Comintern line.

When the sitting was over. those among the delegates who were
members of the Marscilles municipality and the National Assembly
surrounded Nguyén and led him across the city past police patrols to a
safe place. On the following day, L'ami du peuple came out with a
strong protest against the behaviour of the Marseilles police. "The
French working class.” it wrote, "will not sit by and watch such
disgraceful behaviour. It will protest most vehemently if the police goes
agaisnt the law and arrests Nguyén Ai Quéc. The entire Communist
Party agrees with Nguyén Ai Quéc’s words of pain and anger in support
of native workers victimised by imperialist colonialsits. If they want us
to keep quiet they will have to imprison not only the Annamite delegale
but all delegates to the Congress, all members of the Communist Party.”

When Nguyén returned to Paris, his cmployer informed him vexedly
that the police had been to his studio and had turned everything upside
down. The police had told him he would have trouble for hiring a
"troublemaker”. The employer said Nguyén's carte d’identité had been
invalidated, and that to keep his job he would have to have it renewed.
Mecanwhile, he reduced Nguyén’s salary.

It never rains but it pours. After a few hours in a queue at police
headquarters, Nguyén caught pneumonia. And while he was in hospital,
his employer hired someone clse in his place.

To make ends meet, Nguyén advertised his services as a retoucher of
photographs in La vie ouvriére. Also, he called on the coal merchants 1n
hi< vicinity and offcred to make signboards for them. He also had otders
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from curio shops to draw Chinese-style pictures on paper fans and
vascs. Usually such pictures were accompanied with a few characters
wishing happiness, luck, prosperity, and the like. Now and then,
Nguyén would write other characters in their stcad, meaning "down
with 1mperialism”. That was how ostensibly medieval artifacts landed
on the shelves of curio shops and finally adorned the rooms of
unsuspecting purchasers. :

The ideological thrust of Le Paria, no matter how modest its
influence, troubled the French authorities. The Colonial Affairs
Mimnistry classified the paper as seditious literature and banned its
- disscmination in the colonies. Issues of the paper found aboard French
ships leaving for the colonies were to be destroyed on the spot.

In early 1923, Albert Sarraut informed Maurice Long, Governor-
General of Indochina, that the government intended to arrest Nguyén Aj
Qudc and ship him to Victnam under the surveillance of the local police
because his activity in France was becoming politically dangerous.
Governor-Gerenal Long cabled back categorical objections. It would be
the lesser of two evils to keep Nguyén Ai Qudc out of Vietnam, where
he was increasingly popular.

One night, the concierge met Nguyén with an ingratiating smile.

"Oh, Monsieur Nguyén, you’ve come up in this world," she said,
handing him an official-looking envclope: Monsieur Albert Sarraut
himself was inviting him for a chat.

Nguyén had no choice but to comply. At the gate of the old ministry
building, a National Guardsman examined his papers. A few seconds
later, Nguyén was marching across the cobblestones of the inner yard.
A stiff official in a black suit gestured to him silently, and brought him
to a large study profusely adorned with Eastern curios and artifacts. A
baldish middle-aged man came from bchind his desk to meet him, a
monocle over his right cye.

This was the first time Nguyén saw one of the powerful men of the
world, the Colonial Affairs Minister, at such close range. For him and
all other frecthinking Vietnamese, the man was the incarnation of the
evil colonial policies in Indochina. This was the man who had control
over territories totalling 4 million square kilometers with a population
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of 60 million speaking twenty different languages. From 1917 to 1919,
M. Albert Sarraut had been Governor-General of Indochina, where his
cruelty in suppressing the people of Cochin China earned him the title
of Saigon butcher. In his book, Le mise en valeur des colonies
frangaises, he stood before his readers as an ardent protector of the
interests of French capitalism.

His eye glittering behind the monocle. M. Sarraut examined the frail
Vietnamese who seemed to have sunk into the large soft leather
armchair. Then, in a schooltcacher’s voice, the minister said:

"Troublemakers connected with the Russian Bolsheviks have made
an appearance in France. They are in contact with Canton, and through
Canton with Annam. They are planning to make trouble in Indochina.
France is merciful, but it is not going to suffer this forever. We are
strong enough to crush the rebels."

He showed by compressing his fist how easily the rebels would be
crushed, and went on to say that he liked people of Nguyén’s mould
who had a purpose and will-power. _

"Will-power," he said, "is splendid. But one must also have
understanding. Let bygones be bygones. If you happen to want
anything, I’'m always at your service. Now that we know each other,
you can apply directly to me..."

Nguyén stood up. Looking straight into Sarraut’s face, barely
controlling himself, he said: .

"Thank you, Monsieur Sarraut. The main thing in my life, and what
I need most of all, is freedom for my compatriots, and independence for
my country. May I go now?"

On the way home, Nguyén rcflected on the interview. In that brief
duel of wits disguised by polite turns of phrase, he had managed to put
in the last word. To Nguyén, this little triumph seemed a kind of
harbinger of his people’s coming victory over colonialism.

Thirty years later, when the French expeditionary corps surrendered
at Di¢n Bién Phu, Albert Sarraut, now Chairman of the Assembly of the
French Union, may have recalled that brief encounter with the man who
had then, too, expressed assurance that the ideas of liberation would
'mumph.
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"Comrade Nguyén, it has been decided to send you to Soviet Russia

to work for the Comintern. At the request of Comrade Manuilsky of

the Comintern Executive."

Nguyén could not believe his ears. Was his dream to come true at

last? Would he see Moscow and Lenin? He remembered how he had |

met Manuilsky. It was at the 3rd Congress of the FCP in Paris in
October 1922. Nguyén was invited to the presiding party as a
representative of the French colonies, and there met the first Soviet
person in his life. Though the opportunists headed by Frossard did
manage, in effect, to thwart the work of the Congress, Nguyén had had
an opportunity to speak, and had the colonial question put on the agenda
as a leading item. Manuilsky had liked his impetuous speech.
Listening, he nodded his head in approval and applauded along with
the rest when Nguyén ended his intervention with these words: "It
is every Communist’s duty to further the liberation of the colonial
peoples."

A few months later, when the Executive of the Comintern had
instructed him to make the main report on the national and colonial
question at its 5th Congress, Dmitry Manuilsky remembered the
energetic young Vietnamese he had met in Paris, and advised the
French comrades to send him to Moscow.

Travelling from France to Russia was a dangerous undertaking in
those days. Nguyén had himself taken part in meetings of protest
against killings of French Communists en route to or returning from
Russia by police hirelings. The French authorities persisted in their
hostility towards the Soviet state. The one more or less safe route from
Paris to Moscow lay through Germany, the only great power that then
maintained normal relations with Soviet Russia.

Before his departure Nguyén had to go through some intricate
procedures to mislead the police in preparation for his disappearance
from Paris. He wrote several articles and notes for Le Paria and the
French party papers to be published after his departure, creating the
impression that he was somewhere in France. To confuse the agents
who shadowed him, he adopted an indolent way of life, suggesting that
he had given up politics. He worked in the mornings, spent the
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afternoons in the library or a museum, and went to the movies in the
cvenings. As the days of this unchanging monotonous routine passed,
the agents became less watchful.

One dark June evening, Nguyén bought a ticket to the cinema as
usual for the last show. Long before the film ended, however, he slipped
out by an auxiliary exit he had noted before. It was a matter of minutes
to run down to the subway and head for the railway station, where a
French comrade was waiting for him with his small suitcasc.

Paris night life was as exuberant as ever. Glittering advertiscments
lit up the streets, the cabarets in Montmartre and along the main
boulevards attracted crowds of customers. Vans laden with oranges,
cauliflower, beef, pork, and so on were already heading through the .
streets for les Halles centrales, the famous Parisian market. In the black
sky an airplane was advertising Citroén cars. The lights atop the Eiffel
tower shone in all directions.

Nguyén was leaving the city for long, if not forever. He had decided
by then that from Russia he would at last head for home. The six years
he had spent in Paris had not been wasted. He had become a
Communist, a practitioner of Leninism, the surest of all revolutionary
tcachings. He had looked for and found the way to his people’s
liberation - the thought of which had sent him on his travels abroad.
He had gone through a severe school, had learned to work, had picked
up knowledge, had absorbed the basics of revolutionary struggle, and
had become a professional revolutionary.

The only person he had told of his going td Moscow was his close
friend Bloncourt. And the letter of goodbye which he had written to his
friends in the Intercolonial Union and Le Paria (he had said he was’
going to the countryside to rest up), he also left with Bloncourt.

. This letter, which abounded in fervent faith, is worth reproducing,
\f only in part:

"Dear friends, we have worked together a long time. Though we are
People of different races, different countries, different religions, we are
“Hached to cach other as brothers of the same family.
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"All of us suffer from the atrocities of colonialism and are fighting
for a common ideal: the liberation of our people are the independence
of our fatherland. We are not alone in our struggle, because we have
the support of our entire people, of the French democrats, the true
Frenchmen who stand by us."

"Our common work in the Intercolonial Union and Le Paria has
borne good results. It has shown France the real situation in the French
colonies. France is now aware of the fact that the colonialist sharks
abuse the name and honour of France to plunder us and multiply their
profits. Our work has helped to arouse our countrymen, and has helped
them to see the real France, the country that first raised the slogan of
liberty, equality, and fraternity. But a lot still has to be accomplished.
What precisely?"

"This question must not be answered automatically. Everything

depends on the conditions in each country. For me the question is clear:
I have got to go back home, to rejoin my people, to rouse it, to organise,
to rally, and to prime for the struggle for freedom and independence..."

To escape the agents who were shadowing him, Nguyén put on an
elegant suit and took a first-class ticket on the Paris-Berlin express. As
he recollected once, he was smoking an expensive Havana cigar, and
posing as a wealthy businessman. In Berlin he was met by a German
comrade, who then called at the Soviet mission and asked for entry
papers for a member of the French Communist Party, a native of

Indochina, who was going to work in the Comintern in Moscow. Soon, |

Nguyén was given entry papers in the name of photographer Tran Vang,

and a few days later arrived in Petrograd on a Soviet ship, the Karl ‘

Liebknecht, which he boarded in Hamburg.

Most authors writing about H6 Chi Minh say, for some reason, that
the first time he came to Soviet Russia was in 1924. But the entry
papers issued to him in the name of Tran Vang by the Soviet mission
in Germany, repudiate this version. The border guards had stamped his
papers on June 30, 1923, as he disembarked in Petrograd.

Nguyén’s disappearance created a commotion in the French secret
police. The archives of the Colonial Affairs Ministry still have copies
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of dispatches which the Sareté sent Albert Sarraut. A dispatch dated
July 30, 1923, for cxample, said Nguyén Ai Qudc had told people he
was leaving on a ten-day vacation. A month had passced and he was not
back.

Then, a dispatch of October 8: "In reply to your inquiry of August
30. in which you informed us that Nguyén Ai Qudc, an Annamitc
revolutionary, member of communistic organisations and editor of Le
Puaria, has disappeared, we have the honour to inform you that we are
scarching for Nguyén Tat Thanh, also known by the name of Nguyén
Ai Quoc, high and low, but so far we have not found him."

Not until a year later, in October 1924, did the Colonial Affairs
Ministry receive a coded message from the French Embassy, just
opened in Moscow after the establishment of Franco-Soviet diplomatic
rclations, that the communist troublemaker, Nguyén Ai Quoc, was in
the Sovict Union.

THE COUNTRY OF TRAILBLAZERS

1

Incredible trials befell the Soviet Republic in its carly ycars -
dislocation, hunger, imperialist blockade, foreign armed intervention,
and civil war make up a far from complete list. Not this, however,
impressed itself upon the memory of people who visited Soviet Russia
in those unforgettable times. They told their friends and comrades about
the burning crimson of the revolutionary standards adorning the streets
and squares of old Moscow, and about the truly indomitable
revolutionary enthusiasm of the workers and peasants, and about the
all-conquering faith of the Bolsheviks in final victory - a faith that also
inspired visiting friends from abroad.

"None of us feft cold in the light overcoats intended for wear in
Rome, Genoa or Naples. Our hearts beat faster, our cheeks burned and
our cyes were alight,” wrote Giovanni Germanctto, a veteran of the
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Italian Communist Party and a close friend of Nguyén Ai Qudc’s, about
his first visit to Soviet Russia.

The same feelings, only enhanced by his impetuous character and
his bent for romanticism, scized Nguyén, the first Vietnamese

Communist when he disembarked in Petrograd. He inhaled the smell of |

the sea and factory smoke - the life-giving air of the country where
proletarian revolution had won.

He had no papers on him except the entrance certificate issued in
the name of Tran Vang. His purse was practically empty. All his
savings had been swallowed up by the monstrous inflation in Germany,
where he had had to pay thousands of marks for a newspaper. All his
belongings were packed in a small suitcase.

But these trifles had no meaning for him. He was imbued with a
sense of elation and triumph over being the first Vietnamese to set foot |

in the country where his dreams of freedom and happiness had already
come true, and where people who had been oppressed and humiliated
for centuries had now become captains of their own fate. He was strong
and vigorous, and only 33 years old. From this great country, the cradle
of the world revolution, he would blaze the trail to the liberation of his
own land. Perhaps, too, his wish would come true and he would meet
the great Lenin. It was this cherished wish that he passed on in the first
few minutes of his stay on Soviet soil to the border guard examining
his papers.

"What is the purpose of your coming to Soviet Russia?" the border
guard had asked.

"Well, first of all, I’d like to see Lenin."

"When I first came to the Soviet Union," he recollected later, "I saw
the hard conditions under which the Soviet land set out on its exploit.

Words fail me to describe the enormous heroism and dedication of
the workers and peasants who had begun to build socialism. Yet the
first several achievements of the Soviet people were already visible.
And this rapid progress of the Soviet land cheered us revolutionaries
and filled us with pride for the cause of the Great October Socialist
Revolution."
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Many of the things Nguyén saw in Moscow differed considerably
from what he had expected to see. The French bourgeois press had gone
out of its way to sling mud at the worker-peasant country. Truthful
reports from Soviet Russia, on the other hand, arrived with much delay.
The evidence of cyewitnesses, too, failed to keep up with the rapid
coursc of events.

The New Economic Policy launched by the Bolsheviks under
Lenin’s guidance had becgun to yield ever more visible results. The
years of hunger and dislocation, the fuel crisis and the transport
problem, were receding into the past. The country was entering a period
of cconomic upswing. The countryside reported bumper harvests. The
first trainloads of grain for export were converging on the Petrograd
port from all parts of the country. The newspapers regularly announced
price reductions for manufactured goods. In the main Moscow streets
one could find advertisements saying prices for a wide variety of goods
had been reduced 40 per cent. "A prize to anyone who finds any item
in GUM (State Department Store) dearer than in other shops," said one
brightly coloured notice.

Lenin ended his speech at a plenary meeting of the Moscow Soviet-
the great leader’s last speech - on the following optimistic and prophetic
note, "NEP Russia will become socialist Russia." And the first tokens
of socialism were, indeed, surfacing, thus bearing out Lenin’s brilliant

prophecy.

The Soviet Government adopted what was in those days a big and
note-worthy decision: to hold an All-Russia Agricultural Exhibition, the
first in the history of the young worker-peasant state. It opened in
Moscow in August 1923. "One more victory for the revolutionnary
proletariat,” commented Pravda.

On a Sunday, Nguy¢én, along with other Comintern comrades, visited
the exhibition. He reviewed all the displays in silent wonder. Admiring
the smiling sunburned visages of. the peasant lads who bad come to
Moscow from different Russian gubernias and other Soviet republics,
he listened raptly to what they said about their work as they showed
Visitors the fruit of their labours - sheafs of wheat and rye, mountains of
Snow-white cotton, and beautiful handmade carpets.
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Like other Comintern people, Nguyén was put up at the Lux Hotel.

From there his route lay to Mancge Squarc and Mokhovaya Street.
In a building there, facing Troitsky Lanc, opposite the Rumyantsev
Muscum (now the Lenin Library), were the head offices of the
Comintern’s Exccutive Committece. '

Nguyén was attached to the Eastern Department of thie Copintern
Exccutive. Accustomed to rising carly, he would walk out of his hotel
with the [first rays of the sun and go up Tverskaya (now Gesky Strect)
to Red Square. Looking up at the crenclated Kremlin wall and the
ancicnt Kremlin towers, he would recall a history lesson at the National
Collcge at Hue when the French teacher told them of Emperor
Napolcon standing atop the Kremlin wall and gazing with paincd cyes
at Moscow in flames, a Moscow his troops had entered but would never
conquer.

The first thing Nguyén did when he joined the Eastern Department
was to write a letter to the Presidium of the Comintern Executive,
sctting forth his idcas about the libcration movement in Indochina. He
pointed out that proletarians in that French colony were no more than
2 per cent of total population and had to no organisation of their own.
The mass ot peasants, he added, was the most handicapped part of the
population and therefore had a high revolutionary potential. He
considered the intelligentsia a nationalist revolutionary force.

Onc of the prime conditions for the liberation movement to make
hcadway in [ndochina, he wrote, was to sccurc joint action by
Communists and revolutionary patriotic elements. Nguyén recalled
Lenin’s idea that revolutionarices in the colonies should join forces with
the working people of the metropolitan countries and the first socialist
land, Russia. Hec suggested ecstablishing reliable communications
between Moscow, Indochina, and Paris. He urged the Comintern
leadership to devote morce attention to liberation movements in colonial
countries and dcpendencics, including Indochina. "The oppressed
peoples of the colonies,” he wrote, "have been arouscd by the echo of
the October Socialist Revolution, and are turning instinctively to our
International, the only political party that is showing a fraternal interest
in them and on which they pin all their hopes of liberation.”
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From his first days in Moscow, Nguyén won a large number of
fricnds and acquaintances, especially among Soviet people and
forcigners associated with the Comintern. They spoke of him as of a
charming, knowledgcable person who had a knack of winning people’s
afffection. No small part here was played by his being the first
Communist to come from remote Vietnam.

In those days, that French "overseas province" was for many a land
of mystery at the very end of the world if not on some other planet.
True, Russians were already in the know about Vietnam. In the
mid-19th century, Russian writer Stanyukovich, who had visited the
country repeatedly on his voyages, wrote with compassion and anger
about the French conquerors’ abuses in Cochin China. And poet
Gumilev extolled the exotic splendours of Vietnam in his poetry.

The first contacts between Soviet people and the Vietnamese dated
back to 1919. A Vietnamese unit, as | have said earlier, went over to
the side of the revolution in the region of Odessa, the port where the
French intervention troops were mainly concentrated, and later also in
Vladivostok, where France landed an Indochinese rifles battalion to
back up U.S. and Japanese troops. Now, finally, Moscow had a
profcssional Vietnamese revolutionary representing the national
patriotic forces of French Indochina.

Soon after Nguyén’s arrival in Moscow, his name appeared in the
columns of Pravda. Peasants from more than twenty European and
Asian countries had come to see the big Agricultural Exhibition. They
uscd the opportunity to hold an International Peasant Conference. It
opened on October 10 in the Kremlin’s famous Andreyevsky Hall. That
day Pravda carried the following banner headlines: "Greetings to Our
New Allies!" and "Workers and Peasants Join Hands Against the
Predaceous Alliance of Capitalists and Landowners."

On October 12, in an item on the Agricultural Exhibition, Pravda
reported that "Comrade Nguyén Ai Quéc spoke at the second sitting on
behalf of the French colony of Indochina. He said Indochina peasants
bore a double burden of oppression - as peasants in general, and as
Peasants of a colonial country.”
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Nguyén’s speech at the international forum brought out his profound
internationalism, and his striving for unity in the fight against
imperialism and colonialism. "Our International will not be a truly
international organisation of the working people,” he said, "until it
encompasses the peasant masscs of the entire East, especially those of
the colonial countries, who arc subjected to the most brutal exploitaiion
and oppression."

After sending Lenin a message of greetings, the closing session of
the Conference clected the governing bodies of a Pcasant International
- the International Peasant Council and its Presidium. And Nguyén Ai
Qudc was elected to the Presidium from the Asian countrics along with
Sen Katayama, an active Comintern functionary and one of the founders
of the Communist Party of Japan.

At the end of 1923, in an interview to the popular Soviet weekly
Ogonyok, Nguyén said sarcastically that the best propagators of
Bolshevism in Indochina had been the French. "They began persecuting
Communists in Annam," he explained, "while there wasn't even a hint
of any Communists. And that was the best propaganda. "The journalist
described Nguyén as possessing inborn tact and refincment, as a man
of an entircly new culture, "possibly, the culture of the future".

In Moscow, Nguyén soon developed into a capable international
affairs analyst. He contributed prolifically to the journal Inprecor
(International Press Correspondence), among others. Hungarian
Communist Gyula Alpari, who was chief editor of Inprecor, considered
Nguyén one of his most active non-staff contributors right up to 1939,
when the journal closed down. Now and then, Nguyén also contributed
to the Soviet press. Nor had he broken off contact with his friends in
Paris, and kept on writing for L’Humanité La vie ouvriéve, and Le
Paria. *

His subject-matter ranged far aficlds. He exposed the abuscs of the
French in Indochina and the British in China. He wrote of the growth
of the labour movement in China, Japan, and Turkey, and of the
condition of peasants in Asia, of racial oppression in the United States,
and of the expansionist policy of the imperialist powers in Asia and the
Pacific. -
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While still in Paris, Nguyén was fired by the idea of writing a book
about French colonialism. His Comintern comrades and friends from
the Inprecor helped him with his project. The book, French
Colonisation on Trial, appearcd in Paris in French in 1925, Wh?n
Neuyén was alrcady far from Moscow and still farther from Paris.
lnzludcd in the book were Nguyén’s articles and reports of 192Q to 1925
in left-wing French papers, Le Paria, and Inprecor.

Some copies found their way to Vietnam, where the book instantly
captured the interest of the patriotic youth. For the ﬁr.st tim.e,.a
Victnamese writer discussed colonialism from the Marxist-Leninist
point of view, showing the irreconcilable contradictions between the
French colonialists and the people of Vienam, the irrepressible growth
of the national liberation struggle of the colonial peoples, and the
incvitable collapse of colonial rule. Nguyén showed that imperialism
was the common deadly enemy of all the oppressed, leading to the
conclusion that struggle for the national salvation of Vietnam was the
part of the worldwide struggle for liberation from colonial slavery.
Those of the Victnamese patriots who read French Colonisation on
Trial perecived its author as a fundamentally new type of leader.- an
adherent of the communist doctrine and a consistent internationalist.

Speaking of Nguyén Ai Quéc’s first book and its impact on
revolutionary developments in Vietnam, Vietnamese historians stress
that it was "like a burst of wind that drove away the clouds which
screened off the sun". French Colonisation on Trial, they held, was "a
product of the dialectical, living, and organic combination of Lenin’s
ideas about the essence of imperialism and the national question with
the experience of the anti-colonial national liberation movement and
deep study of the cxperience of the October Revolution”.

2

Ever since Nguyén set foot in Moscow, he kept hoping he would
one day meet Lenin. He was sure Lenin would soon get well and take
Part in the coming Sth Congress of the Comintern. At the Peasant
Conference in the Kremlin he applauded happily with the others when
it was announced that Lenin was much better, that he was on his fect
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and doctors had permitted him to read the papers. But a few weeks
passed, and it became clear that the improvement in Lenin’s health had

been no more than temporary. On January 21 came the sad news that

Lenin had died.

Ho Chi Minh recollected, "We were having brcakfast at the
restaurant on the ground floor of the hotel when the news of Lenin’s
death reached us. No one believed it at first but when we turned and
looked out we saw the flag of the Moscow Soviet flown at half mast.
A great shock came to us... Lenin was dead. I had not yet been able to
meet him and this is a bigregret in my life."

Nguyén was with the first group of Comintern people who came to
the Hall of Columns in Trade Union House to pay tribute to the
deceased leader: of the world proletariat. Giovanni Germanetto
recollected:

"Moscow, January 1924. The Russian winter is at its height. The

- temperature sinks at times to 40 degrees below zero. A few days ago

Lenin died. That morning, a quiet knocking on our door in Lux Hotel
aroused me. The door opened and a frail young man entered.

"He said he was Vietnamese and his name was Nguyén Ai Qudc.
He also said he intended to go to Trade Union House and see off
Lenin...

"I told him he was too lightly dressed for the freezing cold outside.
I said he should wait, we’d get him some warm clothing."

"Ai Qudc sighed, and sat down to have tea with us, and finally went
to his room. We thought he had taken our advice and had stayed
indoors.

"Somewhere around ten at night I heard a soft knocking on the door
again. It was Comrade Ai Qudc. His face was blue, and the ears, nose
and fingers on the hands were blue, too, from the fierce cold.

"Ai Quéc said he had just seen Comrade Lenin. He was trembling
from the cold as he explained that he could not wait until tomorrow to
pay homage to the best friend of the colonial peoples... He finished by
asking if we didn’t happen to have some hot tea?"
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Years later, in the jungles with the gucrillas, resting after a long
march, a comrade would ask Ho why he had black marks on the car
and toes. And he heard a tale about that sad day in 1924 when, defying
the Russian frost. Ho had stood nearly a whole day lightly dressed at
(he entrance to Trade Union House to pay tributc to the great Lenin.

The funeral of Lenin was on January 27 on Red Square. The cold
was practically unbcarable. It was as though nature had frozen from
despair. Bonfires had been lit at strect corners all over Moscow. ngs
were fired in Red Square as a tribute to Lenin. Factory and locomotive
whistles resounded in mourning all over the city. Over the radio people
were told to stand up, for that minute Lenin was being lowered into his

grave.

All trains and cars stopped in their tracks, and all factories and
offices ceased work for five minutes. Then the whistles ended, and the
radio announcer said, "Lenin is dcad - Leninism lives on!"

That phrasc resounded in Nguyén’s cars for a long time like the
pounding of the unforgettable village tom-toms at home. That day, on
returning from the Hall of Columns, he locked himself up in his room
and wrote until late at night, sceking to cxpress his feelings of grief on
paper. He kept writing, while tears rolled down his checks. And here

is what he wrote:

"Lenin is dead! This news struck people like a bolt from the blue.
It spread to every corner of the fertile plains of Africa and the green
ficlds of Asia. It is true that the black or ycllow people do not yet know
clearly who Lenin is or where Russia is... But all of them, from the
Vietnamese pecasants to the hunters in the Dahomey forests, have
sceretly learnt that in a faraway corner of the carth there is a nation that
has succeeded in overthrowing its exploiters... They have also heard
that that country is Russia, that there arc courageous people there, and
that the most courageous of them all was Lenin...

"Lenin is dead, so what will happen to us? Will there be other
courageous and generous people like Lenin who will not spare their
time and efforts in concerning themselves with our liberation?...
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"We believe that the Communist International and its branches,
which include branches in colonial countries, will succeed in
implementing the lessons and teachings the leader has left behind for
us. To do what he advised us, is that not the best way to show our love
for him?"

"In his lifetime he was our father, tcacher, comrade, and adviser.
Now he is our guiding star that leads to social revolution. Lenin lives
on in our deeds. He is immortal."

Nguyén Ai Quéc’s piece appeared along with numerous other items
sent in by foreign friends in Pravda on January 27. Later, in "Lenin
and the East", an article for the Moscow newspaper Gudok, on the
second anniversary of Lenin’s decath, Nguyén would give a
comprehensive view of Leninism’s international relevance as a
universal revolutionary doctrine. Leninism was cspecially invaluable
and important for the colonial peoples, he wrote, for through its prism
they saw the contours of a radiant future, and put their trust in it.

"Lenin opened a new, truly revolutionary era in the colonial
countries,” Nguyén wrote. "He was the first to understand and stress
the paramount importance for the world revolution of finding the
correct solution to the colonial problem... He was the first to realise that
a social revolution was inconceivable without the participation of the
colonial peoples. With his characteristic insight, he knew that success
in the colonies depended on using to the full the developing national
liberation movement, and that by supporting this movement the world
proletariat gained new powerful allies in the struggle to bring about a
social revolution."

Wanting to understand the greatness and extraordinary attractivencss
of Lenin not only as revolutionary but also as fighter, leader and simply
a man, Nguyén avidly read his works and the remembrances of his
comrades. He questioned people who had known Lenin. And he
marvelled at how much Lenin resembled the knight in shining armour
whom he had created for himself in his younger years as the image to
strive for. To his friends in Le Paria, he wrote: "It is not only his genius,
but his disdain of luxury, his love of labour, the purity of his private
life, his simplicity, in a word, it is the grandeur and beauty of this
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master, which exert an enormous influence upon the Asian peoples and
irresistibly attract their hearts."

For Nguyén Ai Qudc, the ideal he strove for was embodied in Lenin.

The lofty ethical principles his father had cultivated in him from
childhood, blended in the course of his revolutionary work with the
standards of revolutionary morality, and, in the final analysis, yielded
that precious alloy which cnabled him not only politically but also
morally to become the undisputed leader of the Vietnamese national
liberation movement and the burgeoning proletariat, and its vanguard,
thc Communist Party. Subsequently, in his writi’ngs on revolutionary
morality, and in talks and conversations, Nguyén Ai Quéc-Ho Chi Minh
would call on the Vietnamese Communists to be like Lenin in their

daily life and struggle.

Shortly before his death, in an interview to a L’'Humanité
correspondent on the approaching centenary of Lenin’s birth, Ho Chi
Minh said: "In the eyes of the pcoples of the East, Lenin was not only
a leader, a commander. He irresistibly attracted our hearts. Our respect
for him was close to filial picty, one of the fundamental virtues in our
country. For us, the victims of ill-treatment and humiliation, Lenin was
the embodiment of human fraternity."

/

But, of course, what Nguyé&n mainly looked for in Lenin’s works
was an answer to the many questions that the liberation movement
posed in Indochina. He set out to read everything Lenin ever wrote or
said on the colonial question. And in those days this was not simple.
Only a few of Lenin’s works had been translated into other languages.
Nguyén spent hours in libraries and with his Russian comrades who
helped him pick up the requisite literature at the Comintern Secretariat.
His notcbooks were full of extracts from Lenin’s works. In between, he
put down the fruits of his own reflections that later became the nucleus
of a ncw book on the Victnamese revolution.

Gradually, the contours of the only correct road came into focus. In
colonial and dependent countrics, Nguyén felt, the revolution would
initially have to bc mostly a peasant revolution directed against
colonialists and local feudal lords. A broad and dependable national
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front, he held, would come about on the basis of an alliance between
the vast majority of the peasants and the working class. But the peasants
in the colonies were ignorant and downtrodden. A revolutionary party
was nceded to organise and politically educate them. Without such a
party, a Communist Party, victory could not be assured. In duc course,
a Leninist understanding of the specific social and political conditions
in the colonies, and of the vital imperative of tackling the peasant
question, cnabled the Victnamese Communists to win the support of the
vast majority and carry out the victorious August 1945 revolution.

3

In Moscow, Nguyén had an opportunity to put order into his already
fairly extensive knowledge of revolutionary theory gained through his
work with the French Communist Party and his study of Lenin’s works

-and Comintern documents. While working in the Eastern Department
of the Comintern Executive, he also attended short-term courses at the
Communist University of thc Working People of the East.

Onc of the first Soviet political educational cstablishments, it was
founded in 1921 on Lenin’s instructions. Its purposc was to train
revolutionaries from the East. Most of its students came from the Central
Asian and Transcaucasian republics - Azerbaijan, Kirghizia, Tajikistan,
Turkmenia, and so on. But the number of revolutionarics from foreign
countries, mainly countrics in Asia, kept rising year after year.

Nguyén was deeply impressed. He sent a dctailed account of the
marvellous educational establishment attended by more than a thousand
students of different nationalitics to La vie owuvriére in Paris. He
described the university’s nine buildings, two libraries, cinema,
polyclinic, hostel, and farm, and also its holiday home in the Crimea.

"The Russian revolution," he wrote, "is not satisfied with making
_ fine platonic speeches and drafting *humanitarian’ resolutions in favour
of the oppressed peoples, but it teaches them to fight... Despite its
internal and external difficulties, revolutionary Russia has never
hesitated to come to the aid of peoples awakened by its heroic and
victorious revolution. One of its important acts was the founding of the
University of the East.”
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On March 15, 1924, ['Unitu, the Italian communist ncwspaper,
printed Giovanni Germanctto’s contribution describing the Eastern
University and its first Indochinese student, written in the form of a
dialoguc.

"The constitution of the Bolshevik university,” Nguyén Ai Quoc told
his Italian friend, "ushered in a new cra in the history of the Eastern
peoples. Here we learn the principles of class struggle. Here we
cstablish contacts among oursclves and with the Western nations. Here
we are given knowledge of what has to be done...

"Many arc the people who recognise our sad conditiop," Nguyén
went on to say. "But no one except the Russian rcvolutlonaf‘xcs are
showing us the way to liberation. It was Lenin, our dear Lenin, who
told us Eastern revolutionarics what road to opt for. It was hc wh'o
helped us make our first steps so that we should go forward hand in

hand with the world proletariat.”

Giermanetto asked Nguyén what he intended to do after finishing the
university?

"I’1l go back home to fight for our causc. We in Victnam v.v111 have
to fight very hard. For at the moment the only right we have is to pay
taxes to 'Mother’ France and our own landowners. We arc outcasts, we
are classed as the “low’, we have no right to clect or to be clecteq.
Whereas in Russia, that barbarian country, as it is called by bourgeois

. ’ 1 ey "
democrats, we have the same rights as the Russian workers.

He went on to say that his countrymen had suffered a lot, and would
suffer still more, for those who had come to make civilised pegple out
of them would never grant them freedom of their own frece will. "But
we will follow the road of the October Revolution and will make full

use of its lessons,” Nguyén Ai Qudc concluded.

On April 21, Nguyen was invited to the Eastern Qni,versity’s 'thlrd
anniversary cclebrations. Speakers recalled one of Lenin’s last ar.tlcle.s,
"Better Fewer, But Better”, which said the Octobor Revolution in
Russia had gencrated a revolutionary upswing in the East, where the
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majority of the population ’has been drawn into the struggle for
cmancipation with extraordinary rapidity 0 They pointed out that the
role of individuals was gaining ground and that the nced for people who
cultivated the revolutionary outlook among the masses was increasing.
And 1t was these people, they said, that the University of the East was
training on the basis of the political and ideological cxpericnce of the
prolctariat in the more developed countries, notably Soviet Russia.

Nguyén listened to the spcakers and looked around him at the
students. "No Vietnamese revolutionaries here,” he thought. "Yet there
arc so many of them, impcetuous, temperamental, ready to lay down
their lives for the liberation of Vietnam, who do not know what road
to take, how to arouse the people, organise them, Icad them into battle."”
He made a mental note to see to it that Victnamese should make their
appearance among the students of the University of the East.

On May 20, he wrote a letter to the Eastern Bureau of the Comintern
Exccutive, suggesting that a separate Asian group of students should be
cstablished at the Eastern University. "The University of the East," he
wrote, "is at present giving training to 62 Eastern nationalitics. This
number will increase as the action and propaganda of the International
expand. The University is a mould which shapes the first propagandists
for countries of the East. It must be the basis on which a Communist
Federation of the East will be founded."

May Day, the international day of labour solidarity, was
approaching. A May Day appeal to the peasants of the world to act in
solidarity with the workers issued by the International Peasant Union
was printed in Pravda on April 30. Among those, who signed it was a
member of its governing body, Nguyén Ai Qudc. That day, Nguyén
received a note from Vasil Kolarov, Comintern General Secretary,
asking him to speak at a May Day meeting.

It was drizzling monotonously. But this did not prevent Red Square
from appearing in the scarlet splendour of holiday flags and streamers.
A huge poster on the wall of the History Museum, read: "Give all of
yourself to the Revolution as Lenin had done."

1 V.1 Lenin, Collected Works, Vol.33, 1973, p 500.
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Like other foreign Communists in Moscow, Nguyén was-in the
grandstands beside the Kremlin wall. Nguyén could not hide his elation
as he watched demonstrators stream past the Mausoleum. They carried
posters with stirring slogans. Huge cartoons of Raymond Poincaré, then
thc moving spirit of thebourgeoisie’s anti-Soviet crusade, floated past
the grandstands. A Frenchman, most likely Gaston Monmousseau, who
had come to the festivities at the hcad of a French trade-union
delegation, shouted, "A bas Poincaré,"(l) and the crowd in the square
cheered loudly.

At the end of May, the Paris workers at a city-wide mecting in
memory of the Communards had decided to turn over the banner of the
Paris Commune, a priceless relic, for safekeeping in Moscow until the
proletarian revolution won in France. Fourcade, an 80-year-old veteran
of the Paris Commune, carricd the banner through: the streets of Paris
for the last time. Now, in Moscow, on Red Square, the banner was
being handed over to the Moscow workers. To the tune of revolutionary
marches, the banner was placed inside the Lenin Mausolcum. The
French Communist Party delegation that had come to the Sth Congress
of the Comintern, of which Nguyénh Ai Quék, representing Indochina,
was also a member, took part in the ceremony

4

Never before in his life, H6 Chi Minh recalled years later, had he
cxperienced such a sense of freedom and clation as he had in Moscow
at that time. "And yet,"” he used to say, "I counted the days before the
Comintern Congress, because right after it | would go home and start
on my revolutionary activity."

The 5th Congress of the Comintern opened on June 17, 1924, in the
Bolshoi Theatre building. It was the first such congress after Lenin’s
dcath. Fidelity to Lenin, whichever country they belonged to, was the
predominant idea expressed by most speakers at the Congress. In fact,
the Congress was preceded by a memorial meeting in Red Square,
where Mikhail Kalinin delivered an impassioned speech.

! Down with Poincaré (Fr). Poincaré was then head of the French government. He
Tenrasented aggressive, extreme anti-Soviet segments of the French capitalist class.
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"It s self-cvident," he said, "that the first word at the Congress refers
to Comrade Lenin. He was the leader of the Russian revolution, the
lcader of Bolshevism, and also the lcader of the Communist
International. We acceept that as natural. For what we call Leninism
includes the most consistent, fullest, and most effective internationalism.”

Nguyen spoke three times at the Congress - on the activity of the
Comintern, on the national and colonial questions, and on the agrarian
issuc. He spoke impetuously, and criticised his own Party for its flaws.

Pravdu published his intervention on the national and colonial
questions under this headline, "From Words to Dceds. Speech of
Indochina Delegate Neuyén Ai Quoc”.

The 5th Congress proceedings contain an interesting  dialogue
between Vasil Kolarov and the Indochina representative at the opening
session:

"Kolarov; The presidium has submitted a resolution in support of
the colonial and semi-colonial peoples.

"Nguyén: Will the Congress issue any special address to the colonics?

"Kolarov: On the agenda we have the colonial question, the question
of the Eastern countrics, and the colonial and semi-colonial countrics.

Anybody who wants to speak on the subject will have an opportunity
to do so.

"Nguyén: Before voting on the address, I suggest adding the words,
"To the colonial peoples." This was accepted.

Nguyén Ai Quéc had spoken from his scat, and his insistence
became clear after Manuilsky delivered the report on the national and
colonial questions. He criticised the French Communist Party for not
conducting anti-colonial propaganda, and cited several serious facts.
Drring the FCP Congress in Lyons in January 1924, the Comintern
1ssucd an address to the French workers and the peoples of the French
colonies. The editors of L’ Hurnanité, which published the address, had
deleted the words "to the colonial peoples”. About a year before the 5th
Congress, the Comintern called on the colonial peoples to rise against
their oppressors. In Algeria, an FCP section passed a resolution which
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opposed this Comintern call. Manuilsky reported to the Congre'ss that
the French Communist Party had adopted no document proclaiming the
right of colonies to secede from the metropolitan con{ntry. He also
pointed out that its revolutionary propaganda and organisational work
among the 300,000 colonial workers living in France and the 250,000
Blacks in the French army was far short of the mark.

The delegate from Indochina, that is, Nguyén Ai Qudc, spoke to .the
same effect, and emphasised the necessity for close cooperaqon
between the European communist parties and the mass of the working

people in the colonies.

"So long as the communist parties of France and Bx:itain fail Fo
conduct a vigorous colonial policy and make no contact with peogle in
the colonies,” Nguyén said, "all their mass propaganda will be frl'ntless
because out of step with Leninism. According to Lenin, he continued,
the revolution, if it was to win in the West, had to be closely rela}ed
to the anti-imperialist movements in the colonies and semi-cglomes.
The national question, he pointed out, was part of the general issue of
proletarian revolution and proletarian dictatorship. This,‘he said, was
how Lenin conceived it. "As for me," Nguyén added, "having been born
in a country that is now a colony of France, and being a member of the
French Communist Party, [ must say with regret that my party has done
very very little for the colonies.

Nguyén set forth a number of concrete proposals which, to his.mind,
would enliven the work of the FCP and invigorate revolutionary
propaganda in the colonies.

"I think these proposals are sensible,” Nguyén said, "and if the
Comintern and our Party approve them, 1 am sure that at the 6th

Comintern Congress the FCP will be able to say that the united front
of the peoples of the metropolitan and colonial countries has at last been

shaped.”
Nguyén knew better than anybody else why his Party was so passive.

Many French Communists at that time fell for Rosa Luxemburg’s
iica that the political independence of the colonies would not come
sbout until a socialist overturn in the metropolitan countrics made it

89




sccure, and that, therefore, there was no special nced to invigorate
revolutionary work in° the colonies: once the revolution in the
metropolitan countrics won, the proletariat would simply grant the
peoples in the colonies freedom and a socialist futurce.

Nguyén disagreed. And it was due to the cexplicative work of the
Comintern and the efforts of revolutionarics from the colonics, Nguyén
Ai Quoc among them, that the FCP finally shifted to a truly
internationalist position. It began supporting the struggle of the colonial
peoples for national liberation in every possible way, and in the 1940s
and 50s opposed the French colonial wars in Indochina and Algeria.

Nguyén Ai Qudc, who was the sole representative of far-away
Indochina at the Congress, was highly popular. Communists from
diffcrent continents were glad to make his acquaintance and to talk to
him. Onc day, a Moscow painter asked him to pose for a portrait. The
portrait appcared in Moscow’s Rabochaya Gezeta on July 29.

The 5th Congress of the Comintern was followed by a succcession
of other important international forums - all of them in Moscow, and
all of them attended by the Indochina representative. When in Paris,
Nguyén had joined a workers® trade union affiliated with the United
Confederation of Labour founded under communist guidance, and now,
along with his old friend Monmousseau, attended the 3rd Congress of
the Profintern as plenipotentiary delegate. He was also a delegate to the
First Conference of the Interational Relief Association (for revolutionarics).
A few years later, this organisation would play a decisive part in éaving
‘him from incarceration in colonial prison. He was still young, and
looked no older than a youth, which was why his appcarance in the
presiding party of the 4th Congress of the Communist Youth
International looked quitc natural. Finally, since he was still the sole
representative of his downtrodden nation, of its workers, pcasants,
youth, women, and so on, he was also invited as an honorary guest to
attend the International Women’s Congress.

At the Women’s Congress he met Nadezhda Krupskaya, who sat a

few scats away in the presidium. He spoke with that "very kind and
simple woman", as he would later describe her, during the interval.
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Krupskaya showed genuine interest in Nguyén's account of events
in distant Indochina. She asked how the revolutionary movement there
was making out, what forces stood in the vanguard, and whether or not
women took part in the revolutionary movement. She pointed out that
Indochina’s revolutionarics faced incredibly difficult tasks. "What an
intricate knot of contradictions!" she exclaimed, and added: "I don’t
think it can be unravelled without mastering communist theory and
applying it correctly.”

Nguyén said that they had also come to that conclusion. He said he
had first spotted this thought in Lenin’s works. Speaking at the 2nd
Congress of the Communist organisations of Eastern peoples, he
recalled, Lenin had said they would have to adapt themsclves to the
specific conditions that did not exist in the European countries and
apply communist thcory where the peasants comprised the vast majority
~with the struggle proceeding against medicvalism, not against capitalism.

"In my country,” Nguyén added, "therc is also brutal colonial
oppression in addition to this.”

"If you only knew, Comrade Krupskaya," Nguyén cxclaimed, "how
Lenin is revered in the East, and notably in my country, Indochina. He
is lcader and guide and teacher to the European workers, but for the
peoples of the East he is something still more." He said that on his way
to Soviet Russia he has hoped to mect Lenin, and regretted that he had
not been able to. "We Victnamese patriots,” he added, "had been in
darkness and did not scc how to liberate our countries. Lenin showed
us the way, and we will never depart from it."

5

Only a year had passed since Nguyén discmbarked in Pectrogra. It
was a vear so filled with events that it became a special milestone in
his lifc of professional revolutionary. He studied Lenin’s works, was
active in the Comintern, and attended the Communist University of the
Fast. He acquainted himself with the life of the Soviet people, their
revolutionary activities, and their experience of building socialism. All
this rounded out his ideological and political development. He was now
4 convinced Communist of the Lenin school who had mastered the
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fundamental principles-of Lenin’s doctrine, an experienced member of
the worldwide league of Communists, and an acknowledged
representative of revolutionary Asia who had faith in his own ability to
tackle complicated tasks.

He thirsted for revolutionary action which would, even if only
slowly, bring closer the liberation of his people.

Nguyén requested that the Comintern should send him to South
China in order to work among Victnamese political emigrés who, as he
had been informed, were gathering there then, being enticed by the Sun
Yatsen government’s revolutionary programme.

Soon, he was invited to see Manuilsky, whom the 5th Congress had
elected to the Presidium of the Comintern Executive. A member of the
Bolshevik Party since 1903 whom old party members knew from the
underground, Manuilsky enjoyed the respect of the Cominterners.

The two acquaintances needed no interpreter. Both spoke good
French. After the defeat of the 1905 revolution in Russia, Manuilsky
had emigrated to Paris, and there finished the Sorbonne law school.

"Comrade Nguyén, I can see you'te spoiling for a fight," Manuilsky
said, smiling warmly.

"Yes, terribly. The past congress has given all Communists an action
programme. Thought we in Vietnam have no communist party so far,
I understand the call of the Congress for the bolshevisation of
communist parties in capitalist countries - that is, introduction of the
ideological, organisational and tactical principles of Bolshevism - is
applying to us as well. We must form a Bolshevik-type party in
Indochina as quickly as possible," Nguyén replied.

He said objective conditions were available, the Vietnamese working
class was gaining strength, and many patriots had left the country,
settling in the southern regions of China - Canton, Shanghai, Hongkong,
and Macao. He said he considered it his duty to conduct revolutionary
work among them, for they would one day be the nucleus of a
communist party in Indochina. Besides, he added, it will be much easier
to maintain communications with Vietnam from there.

92

Manuilsky said the Executive had complied with Nguyén’s request,
and that he was appointed plenipotentiary of the Far Eastern Sccretariat
of the Comintern Executive. Nguyén’s main job, Manuilsky added,
would be to organisc his fellow countrymen and sct the stage for the
founding of a communist party in Indochina. "But considering your
knowledge and expericnee,” he said, "the Exccutive hopes that you will
do everything you can to help revolutionarics from other Southcast
Asian countrics as well.”

Manuilsky said Nguyén was right to want to go to South C hina,
where the situation was favourable at that time. The Canton government
was formed carly in 1923 under Dr. Sun Yatsen, lcader of the
Kuomintang, who was a fricnd of the Sovict Republic. "And, as you
know." he added, "the first Congress of the Kuomintang, held in Canton
in January 1924, ended in a victory for the revolutionary wing."

He explaincd that the Sovict government, acting in line with the 2nd
Congress  of the Comintern, supported revolutionary-democratic
movements in colonial and dependent countries, and therefore also the
Kuomintang. This was yiclding good results. Soviet political and
military adviscrs, he added, were doing useful work in South China.
"Sun Yatsen’s political adviser, Mikhail Borodin,"” Manuilsky said, "is
also the Comintern representative in China.” Borodin, he said, was an
old Bolshevik versed in the ways of the underground, and had attended
the Inaugural Congress of the Comintern. Manuilsky advised Nguyén to
contact Borodin as soon as he arrived.

In parting, Nguyén said he hoped when they met the next time, he,
Nguyén, would be representing the Communist Party of his country, Victnam.

IN SOUTH CHINA

1

The ship, flying the red flag of the Sovict Republic, stcamed slowly
up the Pearl River. The tiring voyage from Vladivostok to Canton was
about to end. On the shore, Nguyén saw low mounds sparscly grown
with trees and single-stories little houses of a dirty grey colour crowding
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closely together. Junks sailed by. Their peculiar sails made them look
like huge butterflics or bats sitting on the surface of the dark brown
water. Thousands of junks were ranged along both banks of the river,
serving as homes for entire families.

A while later, thevoyagers glimpsed the central embankment, which
was like an alien body among the innumerable narrow little streets of
the Chinese part of the port. In sharp contrast were the multi-storied
modern houses, many of them covered with large advertisements.
Prominent among these were Sincere’s and Sun department stores. In
the middle of the river lay the sandy island of Shameen, the settlement
of foreign consulates, joined with the mainland by a bridge whose
approaches were fenced off with barbed wire. British soldiers wearing
cork helmets and khaki shorts guarded the bridge.

The moment he came ashore, Nguyén felt the breath of his native
land, for from Canton it was a stone’s throw to Vietnam. Many things
were just as he knew them at home. Orchids everywhere, banana palms
growing along the sidewalks, and the dizzle hanging like water dust in
the air just as in Vietnam in winter. In summer, on the other hand,
showers which were more like waterfalls were a common occurrence,
turning streets into streams. Then, with the evening’s breeze came the
cicadas, clustering in a large tree and producing a deafeningly shrill
concert.

Nguyén looked at the Pearl River, and in his mind’s eye saw the
rivers of his youth - the Blue River and the River of Fragrance. Their
water was just as brown, and fishmen’s junks sailed upon it just as
noiselessly. The tireless Canton rickshaws wearing broad-brimmed
straw hats looked almost the same as their brothers in Hué and Saigon.
The last time Nguyén had seen a rickshaw was at the Colonial
Exhibition in Marseilles. The people, too, were reminiscent of those at
home. He himself was little different externally, and their sing-song
Kwangtung dialect also sounded much like the tongue of his country.

Again, as in Soviet Russia, Nguyén marvelled at the cleansing force
of revolution. How brightly and joyfully sparkled the eyes of the
Cantonese, unlike those of his downtrodden countrymen. Oppressed and

94

abused by imperialists, the East arose before his eyes in“the act of
throwing off the chains of colonial slavery.

On the day he arrived, Nguyén saw a mass action. Spontaneous
meetings in support of Sun Yatsen’s revolutionary programme erupted
here and there in Canton. The streets were patrolled by groups of
workers. They were in semi-military garb, wearing armbands, and
carrying rifles. The twelve-rayed Kuomintang stars were attached to
their caps. Young Pioncers in khaki suits, white caps and red ties,
marched along the streets. Posters and leaflets were stuck on the walls
of houses and poles.

Reg flags were flown out of windows, and streamers were stretched
across the streets.

Situated at the extreme southern tip of China, Canton had always
been fairly independent. This left a peculiar imprint on its citizens. They
were always free-thinking, always striving for independence, and
always receptive to new ideas. "All new things come from Canton,"
people said in China, and the activity of Sun Yatsen’s government bore
them out.

When Nguyén arrived in Canton, the Chinese national-democratic
revolution was at its peak. Sun Yatsen, idol of all Chinese progressives,
was still backed by the national bourgeoisie. Everyone saw the
Kuomintang as a truly revolutionary party fighting for the country’s
national liberation, against imperialist incursions and the countless
warlords who were tearing China to pieces. The Kuomintang’s
revolutionary potential swung high when Sun defined his new political
Course at the end of 1923: alliance with the Communists, alliance with
Soviet Russia, support of the worker-peasant movement.

It would have been a mistake to ignore this. Acting on the interests
of the Chinese working class, for democracy and socialism, the
Comintern Executive recommended the Chinese Communists to work
hand in hand with the Kuomintang. At the Ist Congress of the
Kuomintang, which Borodin, who had just come to China, helped to
preparc, the Communist Party of China was admitted to the Kuomintang
as an individual member, while maintaining its organisational and
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To extend the social and political base of their colonial rule, the
French carried through a number of liberal reforms, primarily in
education, accompanied by far-flung propaganda of their civilising
mission in Vietnam, and extolling Franco-Annamite cooperation.

The educational reforms generated other processes. The new Vietnamese
script, qudc ngir, quickly took root in the country. More newspapers were
being put out, more books published. A reading fever broke out.

Educated Vietnamese, pupils and students especially, read
everything that reached the bookstalls after the rigid police censorship
- in Vietnamese, Chinese and French. And books on major
socio-political problems were read most widely.

But while Nguyén had climbed the peak of socio-political thought ;

and had become a champion of Leninism, that most advanced
* revolutionary doctrine, during his years abroad, his countrymen at home
still stumbled about in semi-darkness and raptly absorbed such new
concepts as freedom, equality, and fraternity, and the ideas of the
French enlighteners. Thirstily, they read Liang Ch’ichao, who inspired
a sense of national pride, and heatedly compared the pros and cons of
various political doctrines - Sun Yatsen’s three people’s principles,
Mahatma Gandhi’s sarvodaya doctrine of a universal welfare society
and satyagraha of passive resistance, and also the socialist theories of
Proudhon, Blanqui, and the utopians.

It was not until after the founding of the French Communist Party
that the works of Marx and Lenin began filtering through to Vietnam
in French translation. They reached only a limited number of readers
at first, but the ideas they contained spread like wildfire. The sced fell
on fertile soil. Thus, a few dozen years later than in Europe, such wordls
and notions as "bourgeoisie”, "proletariat", "the right of nations to
self—dctc_rhﬁnatipn"', "imperialism", "colonialism", "bourgeois-democratic
revolution”, and so on, appeared in Vietnam’s political vocabulary.

Nguyén’s new friends had been members of the Association for the
Restoration of Vietnam (Viet Nam Quang Phuc Hoi), professing the
ideas of Phan B¢i Chau. The membership consisted mainly of
Confucian patriots, many of them of an advanced age. They stigmatised
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the colonialists in elegant literary style at various gatherings, but were
no longer capable of action. And the young people among them
gradually drifted away, until finally Ho Tung Mau and Lé Hong Son
set up the secret Union of Hearts Association (Tam Tam Xa). Its
youthful members counted mostly on terrorist action. The tragic death
of Pham Hong Thadi after his attempt on the French governor, confused
them. They had come to a crossroads, for they had heard a lot about
things in Soviet Russia and knew the Russians working for Sun
Yatsen’s government.

Nguyén, however, was the first of their compatriots to come directly
from that country, and they hung-on his every word.

"No, Vietnamese patriot can fail to revere Pham Hong Thdi’s
exploit," Nguyen said to them. "Out of all the seeds that fall to earth, a
martyr’s blood sprouts the quickest. Pham Hong Théi’s death is the
harbinger of spring. His name will live down the ages because he did
not hesitate to lay down his life for freedom. But, brothers, are you sure
the road you’ve chosen is correct?"

Nguyén said that in Russia, too, people had begun that way. Lenin’s
elder brother had taken part in an attempt on the tsar’s life, and was
hanged for it. But Russian revolutionaries had found the right way
speedily, and established a monolithic party modelled on an effective
revolutionary theory. "That," Nguyén added, "is what we must do as
well if we want to liberate our country." He said this called for
knowledge, especially political knowledge, and suggested that political
education courses should be started for young revolutionaries right
there, in Canton.

2

In a letter to the Comintern of December 18, Nguyén wrote:
"Arrived in Canton in mid-December. I am a Chinese now, not
Annamite any more, and my name is Li Chui. Met a few Annamite
nationalists. Picked five of them from different provinces. Will teach
them methods of organisation."”

Soon, a signboard saying, Committee for Special Political Studies,
appeared on the door of house 13 (a three-storey villa of tropical design)
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on ostentatiously named Van Minh (Civilisation Strcet). In a large

second-floor classroom, the walls were hung with portraits of Marx,

Lenin, Stalin, Sun Yatsen, and Pham Hong Thai. Young pcople who had :?

come to the courscs directly from Vietnam, where they had miraculously
avoided arrest, went reverently from one portrait to the next.

For the rest of their lives, they would remember the words spoken
at the opening ceremony by a man who called himself Comrade Vuung.

"What must revolutionaries learn first of all?" he had asked them.
And his reply was: "They must learn the right revolutionry theory. Then
they will be like travellers in the dark of night lighting their way with
a torch. There arc many doctrines and theories. But the truest, the most
rcliable, the most revolutionary, is Leninism."

The curriculum was fairly large. Students studied the international
situation, the history of the October Revolution in Russia, the history
of the three Internationals and the national liberation movement, and
Sun Yatsen’s political programme. They also studied economic sciences,
journalism, the principles of organising mass work, and foreign languages.

Some of the lectures were by Whampoa Military Academy instructors.

The Commiittee for Special Political Studies was, indeed, considered
a kind of branch of the Academy, and functioned under its auspices.
The main instructor was Nguyén, who devoted all his free time to the
courscs.

Those who remembered him at the time said Comrade Vuong had
looked very young. He was now 35, slim, his finely chiselled face lit
up by an unusually bright pair of eyes. He was dressed in a paramilitary
jacket, like that of Sun Yatsen. Lively, quick, soft-manncred, but of firm
and confident specch, he had the knack of instantly winning the
attention of his audience. He was annoyed with people who indulged
in fantasy, and was always intent on hitching his thoughts to actual
practice. "Revolution,”" he often said, "is the causc of the mass of
workers and pcasants, not some handful of people. Our main job,
therefore, is to work patiently and regularly with thc mass of the
people.” He had the requisite statistics at his fingertips, and uscd figurcs
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<kilfully to argue a point. He told his audicnce that figures were the
most convincing cvidence.

"As Lenin said,” he would add, "the pcasant believes figures more
than theorics." He also tried to cultivate Lenin’s approach to the study
of the revolutionary’s cnvironment. "A revolutionary,” he would say,
"must always be abreast of all political cvents. Read the papers - they
arc the mirror of life and help understand what is going on."

Out of the subjects studied at the courses, the students were naturally
most interested in the Vietnamese revolution. They wanted to know
cverything about it: what its character should be, and what social and
political forces, what social classes, would take part in it?

Following World War I, the relationship between the Vietnamese
imperial dynasty and the French colonialists changed. Cowed by French -
power, Emperor Khai Dinh and his mandrins abandoned even the slight
opposition put up by their predecessors, and cooperated obsequiously
with the colonial authorities. Khai Pinh’s visit to France in 1922, his
honeyed speeches and fawning behaviour during that visit, redoubled
the hatred of the Vietnamese.

The colonialists went out of their way to revive the former worship
of the emperor. Now, this would work in their interests. A monarchist
party with its own newspaper was founded for this purpose, recruiting
a membership among French-educated Vietnamese. People who
propagated monarchist ideals and Confucian canons, led by Pham
Quynh, one of the most zcalous collaborationists, gathered round the
young, Western-educated Prince Vinh Thuy. But it was impossible to
rebuild the prestige of the imperial dynasty. So, when Phan Chu Trinh,
who rcturned to Vietnam, called for a "reform of the ruling dynasty"
this badly hurt his prestige. By the 1920s, the programmes of all
patriotic partics and groups in Vietnam associated liquidation of
colonial oppression with the overthrow of the imperial dynasty.

The nature of the feudal class on which the imperial dynasty relied,
had also changed radically. During the period of colonial rule, and
¢specially at the time of the First World War, the fecudal gentry in
Victnam increased in numbers. In the capital, it was the emperor and
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