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Preface

e i e e e P ™ ™ s e e e

WHILE A GREAT deal has been said of the Vietnam war, very little
has been written about Ho Chi Minh, the guiding soul of the Dem-
ocratic Republic of Vietnam for a quarter of a century. Although
Ho is gone, his policies will continue to affect the course of events
in Indochina and Southeast Asia for many years to come.

After perusing numerous documents and materials, both Com-
munist and non-Communist, I have reached the conclusion that Ho
had consistently followed a plan which he had formulated in 1911,
when he left Vietnam for France to embark upon a revolutionary
career, and which he kept basically unchanged throughout his life.
He was a determined man with a well-conceived plan, a nationalist
revolutionary dedicated to the expansion of Communism in Indo-
china. Ho successfully exploited the impatience of the West and its
ignorance of his motives and goals. While Ho’s understanding of the
West was more than adequate, the West’s evaluation of Ho has
been tragically defective. Many Western diplomats, politicians,
scholars, and, notably, reporters often attributed ideas and policies
to Ho, ideas and policies that had not even entered his mind. These
assumptions, ironically, often became self-fulfilling prophecies. Ho
reacted to the West the way the West saw him, and he usually
emerged as the winner.

The result of three years of research, this book is a sincere at-
tempt to present as much as possible of what was significant about
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Ho’s revolutionary career, his role in the Communist revolution in
Vietnam, and his skillful exploitation of the Vietnamese independ-
ence movement by focusing on the complex events in Indochina
since the Second World War and on the various policies that have
led to the present tragedy.

To the College of St. Catherine I owe a debt of gratitude. Its
administration accommodatingly allowed me a great deal of free-
dom to arrange my classes in such a way that I could pursue my
research.

To my colleague and friend, Professor Harold W. Chase of the
University of Minnesota, I express my sincere appreciation for his
helpfulness. He read portions of the manuscript and gave me great
encouragement.

I wish to thank Mr. Alick Bartholomew, Senior Editor at Macmil-
lan, for providing me with expert editorial advice. He has been
especially helpful and generous with his time.

I am particularly indebted to my wife, Kathleen, not only for her
patience and understanding, but also for her consistent encourage-
ment and helpful suggestions. She has shared with me the problems

encountered in my research and cheerfully served as a sounding

board. Her constructive criticisms and, above all, her understanding
are affectionately acknowledged.

Finally, I wish to express my loving appreciation to my three
sons, Remi, Michael, and Roland, who patiently suffered a lack of
fatherly attention during my seemingly endless years of research
and writing,

N. Kuac Huyen
St. Paul, Minnesota
December, 1970
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A QUARTER OF a century has passed since Ho Chi Minh made his
debut on the international political stage. Ever since September 2,
1945, when he appeared in public for the first time as Ho Chi Minh
and President of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV), to
proclaim to his people and to the nations of the world that “all men
are born equal; they are endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable Rights; among them are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit
of Happiness,” and that “Vietnam has the right to be a free and
independent country—and in fact it is so already,” this frail, gentle,
and shy-looking man with a thin goatee played the game of politics
with such skill that his adversaries were held in awe. For twenty-
five years prior to his coming to power, Ho had patiently labored
for the international Communist movement, undergone severe pri-
vations, risked imprisonment, fought against great odds, learned
and. mastered the technique of survival. Successively a member of
the French Communist party, the Russian Communist party, the
founder of the Indochinese Communist party (ICP), the Viet Minh
League, and the Lao Dong party, the architect of a successful Com-
munist revolution, the head of a Communist state, the obstinate
Asian leader who held at bay two leading Western powers, Ho was
indeed an unusual revolutionary whose achievements were second
to none. This fragile man has left an indelible impact on the inter-
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national political scene, the effect of which will be felt for a long
time to come.

While he was a well-known political figure, his past up to 1945
was shrouded in mystery. Soon after his first public appearance, the
rumor began to circulate that Ho Chi Minh or “Ho Who Enlight-
ens” was none other than Nguyen Ai Quoc or “Nguyen Who Loves
His Country,” the Comintern agent who had founded the Indochi-
nese Communist party fifteen years earlier in Hong Kong. There-
upon, the French police feverishly searched their files, studied them
for more positive clues, and compared Ho Chi Minh’s picture with
that of Nguyen Ai Quoc, who had been reported dead in China in
1933. French photography experts unanimously confirmed that
Nguyen and Ho were the same person. Besides other unmistakably
identical traits, the right ear in both pictures was pointed, while the
left was regular in shape. Thus the DRV President was the same
man whose innumerable aliases and adroit disguises had deceived
many, including the well-organized French Streté, which, accord-
ing to Bernard Fall, was “beyond doubt one of the best secret
police organizations outside the Soviet orbit.” While Communist
sources finally testified to his identity, Ho Chi Minh, in the early
days of his rule, had persistently denied that he was Nguyen Ai
Quoc. In 1946, Raoul Salan, the French general in charge of truce
negotiations with the Viet Minh, asked Ho if he was Nguyen. The
DRV President firmly denied it.2 To the few Vietnamese who dared
to raise the same question, Ho simply gave an evasive answer. Not
until after 1958, when a group of Communist diplomats stationed in
Hanoi paid an official visit to the house in which Ho had spent his
childhood, did publications of the DRV confirm Ho’s real identity.

A shrewd calculator, a consummate actor, a patient revolutionary,
and a ruthless agitator, Ho was a man of many personalities. An
American OSS (Office of Strategic Services) officer, who worked
with Ho at his jungle headquarters in Northern Tonkin during
World War II, speaks of him as “an awfully sweet guy.” Jean
Sainteny, the French official who carried out nonproductive negoti-
ations with him during the crucial 194547 period, describes him as
“an ascetic man whose face revealed at the same time intelligence,
energy, cunning and shrewdness.” M. N. Roy, the Indian ex-Com-
munist who underwent extensive Marxist indoctrination with Ho at
Moscow’s University of the Toilers of the East in 1924, remembers
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him as “an unimpressive personality” and a poor student. Whatever
opinion a person may have of Ho, he cannot escape the conclusion
that the late North Vietnamese President was a remarkably success-
ful leader. And in the revolutionary lexicon, it is success that counts.
Ho was not the genius that his admirers claimed him to be; neither
was he the monster that his opponents pictured. He certainly
thought of himself as a dedicated man in the service of a good
cause. He never hesitated to resort to any means to achieve his
political objectives. He was the man who pretended to be an uncle
to his people, the man whose popularity was greatly exaggerated by
his supporters: “In the remotest villages of Vietnam, North and
South, every little child, as soon as he can speak, babbles to his
mother ‘I will be good, Uncle Ho will be pleased.’”® He was also
the good old Uncle Ho who ruled with an iron fist and who, for
reasons of state, silenced forever half a million of his stubborn
“nephews” and “nieces” during the infamous period of land reform
in North Vietnam (1953-56).

Yet, in spite of his success and ruthlessness, Ho was basically a
humble man. His appearance denoted the simplicity of a man de-
voted to the service of his people and a total disregard for unneces-
sary comforts. Shortly before he was to read the Declaration of
Independence on September 2, 1945, his associates suddenly dis-
covered that Ho was not properly attired for the historic occasion.
He wore a wrinkled long-sleeved white shirt, faded khaki shorts,
and a pair of old sandals made of discarded automobile tires! After
a frantic shopping expedition, his aides brought back a clean khaki
suit and a pair of manufactured sandals. For “reasons of state,” the
old revolutionary obligingly gave in.8 The favorite attire of President
Ho Chi Minh was not much different from that of the revolutionary
Nguyen Ai Quoc. Whether he attended a cabinet meeting, presided
over a banquet honoring visiting dignitaries, or talked to a group of
children, Ho invariably wore his white high-buttoned linen jacket
and trousers and slippers. “They call me ‘Excellency.” Funny, eh?”
he casually remarked to a foreign visitor.

Before delving into the past of this unusual man, one should
recall the conditions that gave rise to the nationalist movement in
Vietnam and paved the way for Ho’s revolution. While it is true
that favorable circumstances make heroes out of ordinary men, it is
also true that outstanding men create favorable circumstances for
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themselves. Ho Chi Minh, undoubtedly, was such an outstanding
man.

Ever since the French completed their conquest of Vietnam in
1884, armed and nonarmed revolts of Vietnamese against their alien
rulers took place intermittently. The first armed rebellion, the Can
Vuong or Monarchist Movement (1885-1913), which involved
kings, court officials, and scholars, was just the beginning phase in
the continuous struggle against French occupation.

The realization that modern Western technology and philosophy
were superior to Confucianism motivated the Vietnamese elite to
request the colonial administration to build more schools to train
native children in the modern sciences. Confronted with a French
refusal to comply with their legitimate wish, progressive Vietnam-
ese scholars launched the Dong Kinh Nghia Thuc, generally
known as the Scholars’ Movement (1907-08), to propagate Western
ideas through a nationwide network of private schools. The French
retaliated by suppressing these schools and incarcerating their or-
ganizers. This autocratic measure led other scholars to organize
peasants’” demonstrations asking for tax reduction and educational
reforms, These futile manifestations resulted in nothing but blood-
shed, deportation, and execution of scholars.

The Dong Du or Exodus to the East Movement (1gos-39) de-
served special attention as it was started by Vietnamese leaders who
firmly believed that only an acquisition and assimilation of Western
knowledge would save Asia from colonialist exploitation. Underly-
ing this belief was the admiration for Japan, which, after three
decades of adoption of Western techniques, had emerged as a
strong nation, independent and free from foreign domination and
influence, powerful enough to defeat China in 1895 and Russia a
decade later. Thus Japan, an Asian country, had acquired sufficient
industrial and military might in a relatively short period of time to
humiliate a European power. The Dong Du movement, organized
by the great nationalist Phan Boi Chau, recruited young men for
scientific, military, and political training in Japan. A number of
Vietnamese were also sent to the Whampoa Political and Military
Academy in China. The movement had gained considerable mo-
mentum when it was dealt a fatal blow in 1925 by an act of Com-

munist treachery, which will be discussed in the second chapter of
this book.

Introduction xvii

The arrest, trial, and subsequent conviction of the widely revered
Phan Boi Chau aroused intensive nationalist fervor in the country
and led to the formation of the Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang
(VNQDD) or Vietnam National Party (1927-33, 19'45—46) by a
group of intellectuals endowed with a more Weste@zed outlook.
In 1927, a number of teachers, writers, and journalists set up a

ublishing house in Hanoi and put out political literature with a
twofold purpose: (a) to popularize the main currents of modern
political thought, and (b) to acquire financial resources to support
their nationalist movement. Very quickly, the French Streté low-
ered its ax by closing down the enterprise. Its premises, however,
continued to serve as a meeting place for the group that founded
the VNQDD late that year. Patterned after the Chinese Kuomintang,
the VNQDD also adopted Sun Yat-sen’s three principles (national-
ism, democracy, livelihood) in its program. Although dedicated and
well-intentioned, the new party’s members could offer nothing more
than a vague political and social platform. Assembled around
Nguyen Thai Hoc, a teacher and the acknowledged leader of the
movement, were members of the teaching profession, civil service,
private industry, and junior officers in the Indochinese Guard. .A
little over a year after its founding the party’s prestige soared to its
highest mark. There were 120 cells with a membership of 1,500. of
whom 120 were military personnel. With a view to overthrowing
the colonial regime, Nguyen Thai Hoc and his lieutenants intensi-
fied their clandestine activities, recruited adherents, stored supplies,
and made preparations for a general insurrection that would take
place in a few years.

The opportune time the VNQDD had waited for never came.
The assassination of René Bazin, a French agent in charge of re-
cruiting coolies for the rubber plantations in the South, by an
unknown Vietnamese provoked a swift reaction from the French
police which upset Nguyen Thai Hoc’s timetable. Any murder of
Frenchmen was automatically viewed as part of a nationalist plot to
undermine French sovereignty in Indochina. Well-known VNQDD
leaders were arrested and sent to prison while Hoc remained free
but was closely watched. The tightening surveillance of the French
Stireté cast a threatening shadow on the nationalist leader who
feared that if he did not act, it might be too late. Under these
unfavorable circumstances, the hard-pressed Nguyen Thai Hoc
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made the fateful decision of carrying out his attack sooner than
planned. Orders for a general uprising were hastily given. Because
of poor communication and a lack of coordination, the premature
revolt failed miserably. The French repression was both severe and
savage. The village that hid the conspirators was pitilessly bombed
and reduced to ashes. Scores of leaders and supporters of the move-
ment were arrested. Many, including Nguyen Thai Hoc, were sent
to the guillotine on July 17, 1930. By the summer of 1933, the
VNQDD had ceased to exist. Twelve years later, it reappeared on
the political scene to be swallowed up by the Viet Minh organiza-
tion.

Thus all the movements of resistance against French rule had
- ended in frustration. This failure might be attributed to the prevail-
ing international conditions, which did not lend themselves to the
emancipation of colonial people. Prior to World War II, the im-
perialist West was not ready to give up its territorial possessions in
Asia and Africa. And France, one of the most influential imperialist
powers, never entertained the thought of forsaking her mission
civilisatrice. The war, however, brought about drastic changes.
France had been ignominiously defeated by Germany and became
a second-rate power. In spite of her humiliating experience, France
still desperately tried to hang on to her overseas possessions. This
was going to be France’s most dramatic postwar blunder. The spirit
of independence had captured the imagination of the oppressed
people and shaken the foundation of imperialism. One after an-
other, the colonies rose up against their mother countries. Hiding
under a nationalist fagade, the Communists exploited the independ-
ence movement in Vietnam and consolidated their position
throughout the country. Most Vietnamese did not realize that their
nationalist revolution was Communist-led. Even if they had, it
would not have mattered. Their main concern was independence
from foreign rule. If the Communists contributed their share and
participated in the national effort, they should deserve everyone’s
support. France, on her part, gave a helping hand to Ho Chi Minh.
By refusing to recognize the legitimate wish of the Vietnamese for
independence, she unjustifiably sacrificed the cream of her army
in a futile war, provided Ho with an excellent pretext to rally his
people behind him, and unwittingly contributed toward the build-
ing of a Communist regime in Vietnam.

1 » The Young Revolutionary
W_,__ﬁ -

Early Childhood

IN NoRTHERN ANNaM! lies a region famous for its rebellious spirit,
the outstanding contributions it has made to the fatherland., and the
great leaders it has produced who have magnificently enriched the
history of their country. From this region came Mai Thuc Loan, the
inspiring rebel who led a successful revolt against t}{e T_ang rulers
early in the eighth century (722), established his capital in Ve.z Son,
now Nam Dan District, and reigned under the name of Mai Hac
De or Black Emperor. It was here that Le Loi, the peasant founder
of the Le Dynasty (1428-1788), took refuge during his arduous ten-
year campaign against the Ming overlords in the fifteenth (fentury.
Thanks largely to the generous supplies and volun_teers prov1ded_by
the people of Nghe An and Ha Tinh or Nghe-Tinh, as the region
has been called, Le Loi’s army eventually drove out the alien rulers.
Three centuries later, when the Chinese reinvaded Vietnam, Nghe-
Tinh again was called upon to play its usual role. With abundant
contributions from these two provinces, Nguyen Hue (1752-92),
the future Emperor Quang Trung, recaptured the fallex? capital,
expelled the Ch'ing conquerors, and restored peace and unity to the
country.

The establishment of French rule in Vietnam caused constant
unrest throughout the country, especially in Nghe-Tinh where a
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succession of nationalist leaders again emerged. Leading the pro-
cession was Phan Dinh Phung (1846-95), the great scholar and re-
vered leader of an armed uprising which bravely challenged an
immensely better equipped colonial army for ten years, and which
the French tried to suppress by resorting to the most barbarian and
sacrilegious methods.? The most famous Nghe An rebel was Phan
Boi Chau (1867-1941), the grand old man of Vietnamese national-
ism, who fought the French with an unequalled fervor for a quarter
of a century until his arrest in 1925. Sometimes cajoling, sometimes
threatening, the French unsuccessfully employed all available tricks
to stop his activities, offered him the highest position at the Court of
Annam and in the colonial administration in addition to huge sums
of money, condemned him to death in absentia, granted him am-
nesty, and used diplomatic pressure to have him imprisoned abroad,
first by the British in Hong Kong, then by the Chinese in Canton. A
very brilliant and farsighted scholar, Chau was the first prominent
nationalist who became painfully aware of the superiority of West-
ern science and technology and convinced that if his country wished
to regain its independence, it must assimilate Western learning and
know-how.

The Nghe-Tinh rebellious spirit, which has permeated through
the centuries, remains as alive today as it had been under alien rule.
Vinh, the capital of the region and the scene of many a peasant
demonstration against the French administration, has also wit-
nessed other popular outbursts against the Hanoi regime. While
Nghe-Tinh can justifiably boast of its great men, its majestic green
mountains and sky-blue waters, and its savorous, juicy Xa Doai
oranges, the best in Vietnam or, as the local people claim with a
slight touch of modesty, the best in the world, it is not blessed with
a fertile soil or a mild climate. Its rice fields are often dried by torrid
winds or flooded by devastating rains which frequently visit the
region. Out of this difficult land the peasants, who compose the
overwhelming majority of the local population, have to eke an un-
describably meager living. The men in the coastal area engage in
fishing, constantly fighting the fury of the sea. If you cannot over-
come natural calamities, learn to live with them; such is the attitude
of these people who accept their fate with admirable resignation.
This stoicism of a people hardened by natural conditions over
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which they have no control does not imply, however, a readiness to
suffer any kind of injustice, especially the sort imposed by men.
Independent, proud, rebellious, the Nghe-Tinh people have. often
revolted against autocratic rule. If one is asked to depict their tem-
perament, the following traits will emerge: independence, austerity,
strong will, perseverance, and total dedication. These moral at-
tributes, these qualities required of a successful leader, have been
remarkably developed by the revolutionaries from Nghe-Tinh.

The poverty and pride of these people may be best illustrated by
an amusing story that has found widespread circulation, not only in
the two provinces, but also throughout the country. Whenever a
man from Nghe-Tinh travelled, he always took along a small
wooden fish, made in such a way that it looked like a fried one. In
view of his poverty, he could not afford to order in the village inn
anything more than some rice and a bowl of nuoc mam, the na-
tional sauce.? He would furtively slip the fish into the nuoc mam
and thus convey the impression that he was eating well and avoid
the embarrassing feeling of appearing poor in public. For this rea-
son the Nghe-Tinh people are teasingly but admiringly referred to
as ddn cd go, or wooden fish folks.

Such is the country of the Nguyen Sinh; such is the temperament
of its people. Sometime in the nineteenth century, in the village of
Kim Lien, district of Nam Dan, province of Nghe An, lived a
scholar who enjoyed his forced retirement by attending to a garden.
He had been dismissed from his post of district prefect for insub-
ordination. A man of integrity who had earned the title of Cu Nhan
(Master of Arts) and a small landlord, he was fondly admired and
respected by the rice peasants in the area. Between tending his
garden and composing patriotic poems, the retired mandarin dis-
cussed philosophy with his son Nguyen Sinh Sac (or Huy). Ever
since his fifth birthday, Sac had studied the Chinese characters,
dreaming of becoming a man of letters and a mandarin like his
father. Endowed with a strong will and a propensity for learning,
Sac rapidly mastered the Chinese ideograms and devoured the clas-
sical works of Chinese literature. Soon the boy became a serious
young man, and qualified himself for the triennial examinations that
were held in the capital with the express purpose of recruiting
mandarins. At last, Nguyen Sinh Sac realized his dream. After suc-
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cessfully undergoing a series of rigorous tests, he was conferred the
title of Pho Bang, or Doctor of Classical Humanities, and saw a
promising future ahead of him. After a brief celebration in his
village, the young Pho Bang went to the capital to accept an ap-
pointment in the Ministry of Rites, which he was to leave shortly for
the post of vice-prefect in the district of Binh Khe.

The peasants were overburdened with all kinds of taxes imposed
by the French administration, This mandarin from Nghe An, him-
self the son of a peasant, openly opposed this policy of exploitation.
Fully aware of their miserable lot, Nguyen Sinh Sac refused to
pressure them to meet their tax quota. For this contempt for the
duties he was expected to fulfill and for his political activities in
favor of Phan Boi Chau, Nguyen Sinh Sac, like his father, was re-
lieved of his post. Thereupon, the rebellious mandarin returned to
his birthplace where the villagers gave him a hero’s welcome. It was
in the peaceful and loving atmosphere of Kim Lien that Sac’s
youngest child, Nguyen Sinh Cung, the future Ho Chi Minh, was
born on May 19, 18go. Unlike his brother and sister, who had re-
ceived the traditional education besed on the study of the classical
works of Chinese literature, Ho was sent to a public school to study
the quoc ngu* and French in addition to Chinese ideograms. At the
age of nine, Ho and his mother, who had been charged with steal-
ing French weapons for the rebels, fled to Hue, the imperial city.
His father, persecuted by the French Sireté, had left for Saigon,
where he earned a meager living by practicing Oriental medicine.

Remaining in the village were Ho’s brother Khiem and sister
Thanh. Khiem, though a hard-working student, consistently failed
in the regional examinations and became a teacher of Chinese char-
acters in his village. In 1946, after learning that the President of the
Republic was none other than his brother Cung, Khiem hurriedly
left for Hanoi to see him. Upon his arrival in the capital, Khiem was
directed to a relative’s home in the Thai Ha suburb, where Ho
secretly visited him one night. The two brothers talked for an hour,
after which Khiem returned to Kim Lien where he died two years
later.® The secrecy of the meeting can be easily understood. At that
time, Ho took great care to conceal his real identity and back-
ground.

Ho’s sister Thanh was well known both for her learning and for
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her revolutionary ideas. Endowed with a remarkable wit and intfel-
ligence, she too practiced Oriental medicine in her village. A spin-
ster all her life, she died in 1953 without ever again seeing her
i ious brother.
11h;;:)l:lsostay in Hue was a short one. After his mother’s sudden
death, the young boy found himself back at Kim Lien. It was-tl.le
time when the Department of Public Works of the colonial adminis-
tration built the Laos route from Vinh, the provincial capital of
Nghe An, to the Song Lam Valley. All men from eighteen to fifty
years of age were liable to impressment for construction work. Con-
scripted coolies were sent to work in mountainous areas infested
with anopheline mosquitoes, poisonous snakes, and undrinkable
water. Many left their homes, but few returned. Once taken away, a
man was considered dead. With a burning torch in one hand and a
gun in the other, government soldiers brutally invaded villages at
night, searching houses, and snatching men from the arms of their
screaming children and despairing wives. From his house windows,
young Ho watched this seemingly endless scene, which profoundly
disturbed him. In view of their social position, the Nguyen Sinh
family were exempted from forced labor. N
Upon reaching his tenth birthday, Ho, according to the prevailing
practice of the time, was given another name, Nguyen Tat Thanh,
or Nguyen Who Will Succeed. And succeed he did, for in 1907 Ho
received his certificat d’études primaires.® The young man jour-
neyed to southern Annam and received an appointment as an ele-
mentary school teacher in Phan Thiet, the town famous for its nudc
mdm. Ho taught quoc ngu and French in a school adjacent to a
nudc mdm factory. The smell of fermented fish gave the school a
peculiarly “heavy” atmosphere, one in which Ho meditated about
his future. While the young teacher seemed to approach his task
with dedication, his mind was wandering elsewhere. He had read
and memorized the “Advice to Young Men to Go Abroad to Study,”
composed by the famous revolutionary from Nghe An, Phan Boi
Chau. In this poem, Chau exhorted Vietnamese to follow the ex-
amples of men who had travelled throughout the world, discovered
America, explored Africa, visited the poles, and even dream.ed of
reaching the moon. Only through contact with and assimilation of
Western techniques could Vietnamese broaden their vistas and




6 Vision Accomplished? -

build a prosperous nation for themselves. This wise counsel greatly !\»
impressed the young teacher. One day in the autumn of 1911, the

punctual Ho failed to show up for classes.
On October 11, 1911, the first Chinese Revolution broke out in

Wuchang, opposite Hankow on the Yangtze river. As Sun Yat-sen

left the United States for China, Ho went to Saigon to discuss the

situation with his father. After extensive discussions and consulta-

tion with their friends, they decided that Ho should go to France to
absorb Western science and survey conditions in Europe, especially
in the mother country, before embarking upon a revolutionary
career. But how to finance a trip abroad, one which required much
more money than both Ho and his father could ever save? An
acceptable solution soon presented itself. Ho registered at a mer-
chant marine school which trained people for various duties on
board ship. Upon completing his courses three months later, Ho
was hired by the liner Latouche-Tréville as a kitchen helper. In
order not to embarrass his family and to conceal his identity, he
assumed the name of Ba. Thus began the adventurous life of the
future leader of the Viet Minh revolution. It was a long voyage
which took Ho to the major ports of Europe, Africa, and America.
On one of his trips to the New World, the young Vietnamese sea-
man debarked in New York and visited Harlem. It was then that he
observed, or, more correctly, read about the conditions of American
Negroes and lynching, “a little-known aspect of American civiliza-
tion,” which he later depicted in an indignant article printed in La
Correspondance Internationale:

It is well known that the black race is the most oppressed and most
exploited of the human family. It is well known that the spread of
capitalism and the discovery of the New World had as an immediate
result the rebirth of slavery which was, for centuries, a scourge for the
Negroes and a bitter disgrace for mankind. What everyone does not
perhaps know, is that after sixty-five years of so-called emancipation,
American Negroes still endure atrocious moral and material sufferings,
of which the most cruel and horrible is the custom of lynching. . ..

Imagine a furious horde. Fists clenched, eyes bloodshot, mouths foam-
ing, yells, insults, curses. . . . This horde is transported with the wild
delight of a crime to be committed without risk. They are armed with
sticks, torches, revolvers, ropes, knives, scissors, vitriol, daggers; in a
word, with all that can be used to kill or wound.
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Imagine in this human sea a flotsam of black flesh pushed about,
peaten, trampled underfoot, torn, slashed, insulted, tossed hither and
thither, bloodstained, dead.

The horde are the lynchers. The human rag is the Black, the victim.

In a wave of hatred and bestiality, the lynchers drag the Black to a
wood or a public place. They tie him to a tree, pour kerosene over him,
cover him with inflammable material. While waiting for the fire to be
kindled, they smash his teeth, one by one. Then they gouge his eyes.
Little tufts of crinky hair are torn from his head, carrying away with
them bits of skin, baring a bloody skull. Little pieces of flesh come off his
body, already contused from the blows.

The Black can no longer shout: his tongue has been swollen by a red
hot iron. His whole body ripples, trembling, like a half-crushed snake. A
slash with a knife: one of his ears falls to the ground. . . . Oh! How
black he is! How awfull And the ladies tear at his face. . . .

The Black is roasted, browned, bumed. But he deserves to die twice
instead of once. He is therefore hanged, or more exactly, what is left of
his corpse is hanged. And all those who were not able to help with the
cooking applaud now. . . .

When everybody has had enough, the corpse is brought down. The
rope is cut into small pieces which will be sold for three or five dollars
each. Souvenirs and lucky charms quarrelled over by ladies.

“Popular justice,” as they say over there, has been done. Calmed
down, the crowd congratulate the “organizers,” then stream away slowly
and cheerfully, as if after a feast, make appointments with one another
for the next time.

While on the ground, stinking of fat and smoke, a black head, muti-
lated, roasted, deformed, grins horribly and seems to ask the setting sun,
“Is this civilization?”7

This vivid description of lynching undoubtedly conveyed the im-
pression that Ho had been an eyewitness to the scene. Did he
actually see what he described? There is little doubt that his brief
stopover in New York did not provide Ho with either the time or
the opportunity to have such an experience. Most of what he
learned about the American Negroes and their plight had come
from his reading. A good story-teller with a rich imagination, Ho
had the tendency to present second-hand information as if it were
part of his own experience. This was characteristic of his early
writings.

Ironically, the lynching scene in America contained many of the
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features that were to characterize the execution of uncooperative >

“nephews” and “nieces” of Uncle Ho during the brutal land reform
years (1953-56) in North Vietnam.

Beginnings of a Revolutionary
Once in France, Ho, at his father’s request, called upon Phan

Chau Trinh, the leader of the Private Schools Movement, who had f'

been saved from prison by the influential League of Human Rights
and brought to Paris in 1911. Ho’s father, who had known Phan
Chau Trinh when both men served their sentence in the Poulo
Condore jail, hoped that his son would rely on the exiled nationalist
leader for guidance and advice. After a short stay with Phan, Ho
decided that he could not accept the old revolutionary’s political
ideas. While Phan believed that Vietnam’s independence and mod-
ernization could be achieved through peaceful cooperation with the
colonial administration, Ho maintained that peaceful cooperation
had been tried and found wanting and that national independence
could not be obtained without a revolution.

Ho thus left Phan and tried to find his own solution to the Vietnam
problem. On one of his tours of duty aboard the French liner, Ho,
finding himself back in Saigon, paid a visit to his father. The old
man, who had been in contact with Phan Chau Trinh and conse-
quently aware of Ho’s decision, could not tolerate his impertinence,
which conflicted with the time-honored Confucian tradition of filial
piety and obedience. In a fit of anger, he seized his cane and threat-
ened to attack his son. Ho fled in a hurry. Greatly disturbed by his
father’s lack of understanding, the young man withdrew to his ship.
It was the last meeting between Ho and his father, two revolution-
aries belonging to two different generations. Perhaps it was this un-
happy incident, in addition to his devotion to the cause of revolu-
tion, that led Ho to renounce his family. Although officially known
as a bachelor all his life, Ho reportedly had lived for many years in
China with a Chinese woman who bore him a daughter. As a result
of his revolutionary activities, which caused him to often flee from
place to place, Ho eventually lost contact with them. This report
seemed to be corroborated by the DRV President himself late in
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1945. During one of his visits to the home of a Vietnamese professor
in Hanoi with Harold Isaacs, then a Newsweek correspondent in
the Far East, he was surrounded by the professor’s children.

0Old Ho Chi-minh was awkwardly embarrassed when the six-year-old
brought him a packet of his drawings, covered by an elaborately de-
signed dedicatory page addressed to him. “I am all alone,” he said
afterward. “No family, nothing. . . . I did have a wife once . . .” but he
left it at that.8

In 1949, after the Communists had taken over in China, Ho asked
the Chinese authorities to help locate his Chinese “wife” and daugh-
ter. The inquiries, however, were unsuccessful.

At the outset of World War I, the young Vietnamese seaman
bade farewell to the sea and landed in Great Britain where he lived
until 1917. Ho took on odd jobs, shovelling snow in the winter for
the London school system, gardening in the summer, and working
as a kitchen helper at the Carlton Hotel, which had the famous
Frenchman Escoffier as its chef. Ho was so good at making pastries
that the French chef took him under his tutelage and wanted to
train him to be a cook. The Vietnamese, however, had other plans.
It was in the British capital that the future chairman of the Lao
Dong Party established contact with the Overseas Workers’ Associa-
tion, an anticolonialist and antiimperialist organization of Chinese
and Indian seamen. Ho devoted a great deal of his time and energy
to this group, and soon revealed himself to be an inexhaustible
firebrand. England, however, was not his appropriate sphere of
action, There were too few Vietnamese in the British Isles. Besides,
London was not the place where decisions affecting the fate of
Indochina were made.

The Russian Revolution of November, 1917, caused serious reper-
cussions in the Western world. Ho had been reading extensively
about the social, political, and economic conditions of Russia, whose
history had been marked by sporadic peasant revolts and whose
autocratic Tsars and Tsarinas had opposed all reforms. The success
of the Russian Revolution captured the intense interest of the young
Vietnamese, who dreamed of leading one in his country some day.
Given competent leadership and favorable conditions, a revolution
would succeed in Vietnam. While leadership could be learned,
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favorable conditions could be created. With this conviction, Ho left
England, where he had learned a great deal from the agitators for 4

Ireland’s independence.

By the end of 1917, Ho arrived in France, where 80,000 of his §
fellow countrymen were either serving in the French army or work- §
ing in factories. He settled down in Paris, earning his living at vari- }
ous jobs, working as a cook, a laundry boy, a gardener, and finally as §
a photo finisher under the name of Nguyen Ai Quoc. The following

advertisement appeared in many issues of the socialist newspaper,
La Vie Ouvriere, in 1018;

You who wish to have a living remembrance of your parents, have your §

photos retouched at Nguyen Ai Quoc’s, 9 Impasse Compoint, Paris 17th
District.

Habitually, Ho devoted half of his time to retouching photo-
graphs and the remainder to other activities, such as reading, writ-

ing, and visiting with friends. Dressed in his eternal black flannel
suit, this frail young man with fulgurant brown eyes was one of the

most faithful patrons of the library on the Quai de Jemmapes. It _

was here that Ho, the avid reader, devoured books on French litera-
ture and philosophy, the works of Marx and Shakespeare, wrote
articles for newspapers or letters to deputies in the National Assem-
bly, and engaged in frequent discussions with members of the
French Socialist party such as Léon Blum, Marcel Cachin, Marius
Moutet, the future Minister of Colonies, Jean Longuet, a nephew of
Karl Marx and leader of the orthodox wing of the party, to mention
just a few. Ho thus pursued his political education, adhering to the
Human Rights League, and joining the Socialist Party.

The publication of President Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points
at the end of World War I raised false hopes among the colonial
people who believed that a new day had dawned for them. In a
rented suit, Ho, then twenty-eight years old, appeared every day in
the corridors of the Versailles Palace, hoping to see the American
President and other leaders of the victorious Allied powers to plead
for Vietnam’s autonomy. Unfortunately, the great Western leaders
had no time for a lowly Annamese. However modest the aspirations
of the Vietnamese might be, the big powers were not interested in
the fate of a little Asian country. This disappointing experience
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impressed on the young nationalist that the ideal of equality, jus-
tice, and self-rule did not apply to the “colored” people of the
world. Ho’s moderate eight-point program, prepared in collabora-
tion with Nguyen The Truyen, a Vietnamese chemical engineer and

atriot whom Ho had met upon his arrival in France, did not even
suggest Vietnam’s independence from France. It simply proposed

eneral amnesty for political prisoners, reform of the Indochinese
judicial system by recognizing equality between Europeans and na-
tives, basic democratic freedoms, abolition of forced labor, the salt
tax and rice alcohol monopoly, substitution of government by de-
cree with government by law, and appointment of a permanent
Vietnamese Committee to advise the French government in matters
related to Vietnam. The Western leaders, unwittingly, chose to
ignore the frail young man in the dark, rented suit. Was it the
turning point in Ho’s life? Perhaps it was. Ho began to drift toward
the East, and never changed direction.

In postwar France, the Socialists were submerged in a bitter
debate, which was to cause a serious split within their party. Do-
mestically, the right wing sought to achieve its objective within the
existing framework, while the left wing advocated a revolution in
the Russian style. On the colonial issue, the traditionalist elements,
while supporting the colonies’ claim to independence, were deadset
against opposing the national policy. The progressive faction, on the
contrary, favored immediate emancipation for the colonies in ac-
cordance with Lenin’s “Thesis on National and Colonial Questions.”
Ho, naturally, sided with the latter group.

It was also a period during which the proletariat and young
intelligentsia turned to Bolshevik Russia for inspiration. The new
Soviet leaders were then preoccupied with their war against im-
perialism on all fronts. One of their basic objectives was the libera-
tion of the colonies, which they considered as a source of wealth
and power for capitalism. From its founding in March, 1919, the
Third International had emphasized the need to organize both the
people in the colonies and the workers in the metropolis. At its
second Congress in July, 1920, it again underlined the importance
of revolutionary organizations in the colonies and convoked to this
effect the Congress of the Oriental People to be held in Baku in
September of that year, when, as Ho was to write in 1924:
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For the first time, the proletariat of the conquering Western States and -
that of the subject Eastern countries fraternally joined hands and delib- -

erated in common on the best means to defeat their common enemy,
imperialism.
Following this historic congress, despite internal and external difficul-

ties, revolutionary Russia has never hesitated to come to the help of -i§
peoples awakened by its historic and victorious revolution. One of its

first important acts was the founding of the University of the East.?

Three months after the Baku Congress, the French United Social-
ist Party convoked its Eighteenth National Congress at Tours from

December 25 to 30. Inspired by a strong faith in the solidarity of

the proletariat throughout the world, Ho, as the first Indochinese

delegate, attended the deliberations of his party. In his first speech 4

delivered to a political assembly, the young Vietnamese impressed
on his audience the need to emancipate the oppressed masses in the
colonies. Deploring the abuses of French imperialism in Indochina,
he made an impassioned appeal to his fellow party members to help
put an end to this exploitation of men by men:

Today, instead of contributing, together with you, to world revolution,
I come here with deep sadness to speak as a member of the Socialist
Party, against the imperalists who have committed abhorrent crimes on
my native land. You all have known that French imperialism entered
Indochina half a century ago. In its selfish interests, it conquered our
country with bayonets. Since then we have not only been oppressed and
exploited shamelessly, but also tortured and poisoned pitilessly. Plainly
speaking, we have been poisoned with opium, alcohol, etc. I cannot, in
some minutes, reveal all the atrocities that the predatory capitalists have
inflicted on Indochina. Prisons outnumber schools and are always over-
crowded with detainees. Any natives having socialist ideas are arrested
and sometimes murdered without trial. Such is the so-called justice in
Indochina. In that country, the Vietnamese are discriminated against,
they do not enjoy safety like Europeans or those having European citi-
zenship. We have neither freedom of press nor freedom of speech. Even
freedom of assembly and freedom of association do not exist. We have
no right to live 1n other countries or to go abroad as tourists. We are
forced to live in utter ignorance and obscurity because we have no right
to study. In Indochina the colonialists find all ways and means to force
us to smoke opium and drink alcohol to poison and beset us. Thousands
of Vietnamese have been led to a slow death or massacred to protect
other people’s interests.
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Comrades, such is the treatment inflicted upon more than 20 million
Vietnamese, that is more than half the population of France. And they
are said to be under French protection! The Socialist Party must act
practically to support the oppressed natives. . ..

Right from the beginning of my speech I have already asked everyone
to keep absolute silence. The Party must make propaganda for socialism
in all colonial countries. We have realized that the Socialist Party’s
joining the Third International means that it has practically promised
that from now on it will correctly assess the importance of the colonial
question. We are very glad to learn that a Standing Delegation has been
appointed to study the North Africa question, and, in the near future, we
will be very glad if the Party sends one of its members to Indochina to
study on-the-spot the questions relating to this country, and the activities
which should be carried out there. . . .

On behalf of the whole of mankind, on behalf of all the Socialist
Party’s members, both left and right wings, we call upon you! Comrades,
save us!10

At this congress, the two wings of the French Socialist Party parted
company. The right wing opted for the Second International while
the left wing voted to join the Third International. Unlike the First
and the Second Internationals, which lacked a practical program,
the Third had a well-defined policy. Ho, as expected, chose the
Third International, accepted Moscow’s “Twenty-one Conditions,”
and thus became a founding member of the French Communist
party. Though a member of the Communist Federation of Seine,
Ho, being a Vietnamese, not a French citizen, could not run for the
Chamber of Deputies.!

Why Did Ho Join the Socialist and the Communist Parties?

When Ho left Vietnam, his main desire was to see his country
free from foreign domination. His ideology was patriotism, if one
could consider it an ideology. The eight-point program, which Ho
subsequently tried to present to the Allied representatives who met
in Paris, was simply a list of demands of a people who wanted to be
free and independent. Even Ho’s membership in the French Social-
ist party was not an indication of his penchant for socialism. Neither
did his admiration for Lenin and enthusiasm for the Russian Revo-
lution have any ideological connotations.
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As Ho was to admit candidly later,!? at the beginning he did not
understand what was a party, a trade union, and what was social-
ism or Communism. He joined the French Socialist party because
its members had shown sympathy toward him and toward the
struggle of the oppressed people. He “supported the October Revo-
lution only instinctively, not yet grasping all its historic impor-
tance,” and “loved and admired Lenin because he was a great
patriot who liberated his compatriots.” When heated discussions
took place within the Socialist party on the question whether the
French organization should remain in the Second International or
join Lenin’s Third International, Ho became thoroughly puzzled.
Convinced that a revolution could be waged with either Interna-
tional, he was, however, primarily interested in finding out which
one sided with the colonial people. At one of the party meetings,
Ho decided to raise the important question, to which an answer was
promptly given: “The Third International” He was also given
Lenin’s “Thesis on the National and Colonial Questions,” which he
found very difficult to read:

There were political terms difficult to understand in this thesis. But by
dint of reading it again and again, finally I could grasp the main part of
it. What emotion, enthusiasm, clear-sightedness, and confidence it in-
stilled to me! I was overjoyed to tears. Though sitting alone in my room,
I shouted aloud as if addressing large crowds: “Dead martyrs, compa-
triots! This is what we need, this is the path to our liberation!”13

From then on, Ho had complete confidence in Lenin and the
Third International. Prior to this sudden “revelation,” Ho had usu-
ally sat quietly through many a meeting, listening attentively, and
refraining from expressing support for any position as all arguments
sounded logical to him. Now, inspired by Lenin’s thesis, the young
socialist from Indochina participated in all debates with unexpected
fervor, refuting all allegations attacking Lenin and the Third Inter-
national with the familiar question: “If you do not condemn colo-
nialism, if you do not side with the colonial people, what kind of
revolution are you waging?” In an attempt to expound and win
support for his position, the impassioned debater attended not only
the meetings of the left wing but also those of the right wing and
other factions of the Socialist party. Ho was greatly influenced by
his comrades and teachers Marcel Cachin, Vaillant Couturier, and
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Gaston Monmousseau with whom he was to vote for joining the
Third International.

At the beginning, as Ho revealed later, it was patriotism, not
Communism, that attracted him to Lenin and the Third Interna-
tional. His increasing understanding of Marxism-Leninism and par-
ticipation in practical activities, however, gradually led him to
believe that only Socialism and Communism could liberate the op-
pressed nations and working people throughout the world. To this
young man from Nghe An, “Leninism is not only a miraculous ‘book
of the wise, a compass for . . . Vietnamese revolutionaries and
people: it is also the radiant sun illuminating our path to final
victory, to Socialism and Communism.”* Lenin himself was a
source of inspiration.

It is not only his genius, but his disdain of luxury, his love of labor,
the purity of his private life, his simplicity, in a word, it is the grandeur
and beauty of this master which exert an enormous influence upon the
Asian peoples and irresistibly draw their hearts toward him.

Accustomed to being treated as backward and inferior people, they
consider Lenin as the embodiment of universal brotherhood. Not only
are they grateful to him, but they love him tenderly. To him, they show a
veneration which is almost filial devotion.16

These words reveal his deep admiration for the Bolshevik leader.
It was circumstance that transformed Nguyen the Patriot (Nguyen
Ai Quoc) into Nguyen the agent of international Communism.




2 + The Agent of International Communism

P

FOR A QUARTER OF A CENTURY, from 1920 when he joined the French
Communist party to 1945 when he emerged as the President of the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam, Ho devoted all his energy to the
cause of international Communism, working tirelessly among Viet-
namese in France, China, and Siam, receiving Marxist indoctrina-
tion in Moscow, founding the Indochinese Communist party (ICP)
in Hong Kong and the Viet Minh League in southern China. To his
task Ho brought a fanatic zeal, which generated trust from his
Soviet masters and obedience from his Vietnamese followers.

Activities in France

Having cast his lot with Lenin, Ho stepped up his agitation
among the subject people from the French colonies then living in
France. In 1921, in collaboration with Nguyen The Truyen, he or-
ganized the Union Inter-coloniale (Intercolonial Union), a group
composed of exiled patriots from French overseas possessions.
While the apparent objective of the Union was the emancipation of
the colonies, its real purpose was the propagation of Communism.
Its Manifesto, written by Ho himself, emphasized class struggle and
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appealed to the proletariat throughout the world to participate in
the common fight against capitalism and imperialism:

Brothers of the colonies! In 1914, the powers at grips with a frightful
cataclysm, turned to you and asked you then to agree to contribute your
share of sacrifice to safeguard a country said to be yours and of which
you had until then known only the spirit of domination.

To induce you to do so, the advantages your cooperation would bring
you were unfailingly dangled before your eyes. But once the storm was
over, as before, you remain subjected to the system of denizenship,
exceptional jurisdiction, and deprived of the rights which make the dig-
nity of a human being: freedom of association and to hold meetings;
freedom of the press; the right to circulate freely, even in your own
country. So much for the political side.

From the economic point of view, you remain subjected to the heavy
and unpopular head tax and porterage tax; to the salt tax; to poisoning
by and enforced consumption of spirits and opium, as in Indochina; to
night watching as in Algeria to guard the property of the colonial
sharks.

For equal work, your efforts remain less remunerative than those of
your European comrades.

In a word, you were promised wonders.

You have now realized that they were only lies.

What is to be done to achieve your emancipation?

Applying the formula of Karl Marx, we say to you that your deliver-
ance can only come through your own efforts.

It is to help you in this task that the Intercolonial Union has been
founded.

It includes, with the cooperation of metropolitan comrades sympa-
thetic to our cause, all those originating from the colonies now residing
in France.

Means of action: In order to accomplish this work of justice, the IU
intends to set the problem before public opinion with the help of the
press and the spoken word (conferences, meetings, use of the tribunes of
deliberating assemblies by those of our friends who hold effective man-
dates), and finally, by every means in our power.

Oppressed brothers of the metropolitan country! The dupes of your
bourgeoisie, you have been the instruments of our conquest: carrying
out this same Machiavellian policy, your bourgeoisie today intends to use
us to repress any desire on your part for independence.
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In the face of Capitalism and Imperialism our interests are the same :

Remember, the words of Karl Marx:
“Workers of all lands, unitel!”

The Union published a monthly review, Le Paria, which was de- 1§
voted primarily to colonial affairs. Besides Ho, who wrote many §
emotional articles denouncing the abuses of colonialism, the con-
tributors included Marcel Cachin, the senior French Communist,
and other Algerian, Syrian, Senegalese, and West Indian Commu- §
nists, Coming out every month at the beginning, Le Paria was pub- §
lished at less and less regular intervals later on, especially after Ho’s 4
departure from France early in 1924. There were in total thirty- §
eight issues, the first appearing in April, 1922, and the last one in §
April, 1926. While colonialism in general was under attack, French
colonialism was Ho’s main target. With a view to emphasizing the
Communist nature of the paper, the original masthead of Le Paria,
“Tribune of the Colonial People,” was changed to “Tribune of the
Colonial Proletariat” from January, 1924, on.

To reach their countrymen in both France and Vietnam, Ho and §
his faithful friend Nguyen The Truyen also edited a paper in Viet- }
namese called Viet Nam Hon, or the “soul of Vietnam.” Numerous
copies of this short-lived publication were smuggled into Vietnam §
by Vietnamese seamen employed on French liners. Ho travelled |
extensively throughout France, trying to organize his countrymen |
into a cohesive front, addressing large groups of Vietnamese work- |
ers and soldiers awaiting repatriation in the southeastern port of
Marseilles. Seizing every opportunity to contact his compatriots in
France, especially those who had just arrived from Vietnam or who
had travelled to different parts of the world, Ho bombarded them
with questions, listened quietly, learned a great deal, but always |
refrained from talking about himself or his plans. Into everyone’s }
hand, Ho discreetly slipped a copy of Le Paria or the Viet Nam
Hon.

In 1922, Khai Dinh, Emperor of Annam, arrived in France to
attend a colonial exhibition. Ho seized this opportunity to ridicule
the puppet monarch and the customs of his court by publishing a
play called Le dragon de bambou (The Bamboo Dragon). As it has
not been heard since, one is inclined to believe that the play was
not something Uncle Ho would brag about.
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It was also during this period that Ho wrote Le Procés de la
Colonisation frangaise (French Colonization on Trial), a series of
pamphlets in which he severely indicted the French colonial system
in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. Besides working on Le Procés,
editing Le Paria and Viet Nam Hon, and writing articles for La Vie
Ouvriére and Humanité, French Socialist and Communist papers,
Ho also chose to earn a living as a photo retoucher. Such a hectic
life did not leave him much time for anything else. His stay in
France did not convert the determined Marxist to the French ways
of living. Always preoccupied with serious matters, he had no time
for women or drink. His main weakness was American cigarettes,
which he smoked regularly, to the end of his life, between his
tirades against American imperialism.

Ho’s writings during this period were also designed to promote
solidarity among the working people of the world, particularly the
unity between the French workers and the oppressed people in the
colonies. Constantly referring to Lenin’s statement that “the workers
of colonizing countries are bound to give the most active assistance
to the liberation movements in subject countries,” Ho deplored the
indifferent attitude of the French proletariat toward the colonial
people. In order to fraternize with the oppressed people and sup-
port their struggle for freedom, Ho argued, the workers in the
mother country must know what a colony was and what kinds of
injustice were inflicted upon its inhabitants.

Unfortunately, there are many militants who still think that a colony is
nothing but a country with plenty of sand underfoot and of sun over-
head, a few green coconut palms and colored folk, that is all. And they
take not the slightest interest in the matter.2

Ho’s writings and his activities in the midst of the Vietnamese
community in France did not ingratiate him and his close friends
with the French Streté, which began to keep a close watch on
them. Annoyed, the defiant agitator wrote an open letter to the then
Minister of Colonies, Albert Sarraut, ridiculing the French official
with a humor seldom found in his writings:

Your Excellency,

We know very well that your affection for the natives of the colonies
in general, and the Annamese in particular, is great.

Under your proconsulate the Annamese people have known true pros-
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perity and real happiness, the happiness of seeing their country dotted all |

over with an increasing number of spirit and opium shops which, to-

gether with firing squads, prisons, “democracy,” and all the improved
apparatus of modern civilization, are combining to make the Annamese '}

the most advanced of the Asians and the happiest of mortals.

These acts of benevolence save us the trouble of recalling all the
others, such as enforced recruitment and loans, bloody repressions, the

dethronement and exile of kings, profanation of sacred places, etc.

As a Chinese poem says, “The wind of kindness follows the movement
of your fan, and the rain of virtue precedes the tracks of your carriage.” 4
As you are now the supreme head of all the colonies, your special care
for the Indochinese has but increased with your elevation. You have 4
created in Paris itself a service having the special task—with special

regard to Indochina, according to a colonial publication—of keeping-
watch on the natives, especially the Annamese, living in France.

But “keeping watch” alone seemed to Your Excellency’s fatherly so-

licitude insufficient, and you wanted to do better. That is why for some
time now, you have granted each Annamese—dear Annamese, as Your
Excellency says—private aides-de-camp. Though still novices in the art
of Sherlock Holmes, these good people are very devoted and particularly
sympathetic. We have only praise to bestow on them and compliments to
pay to their boss, Your Excellency.

We are sincerely moved by the honor Your Excellency has the ex-
treme kindness to grant us and we would have accepted it with all
gratitude if it did not seem a little superfluous and if it did not excite
envy and jealousy.

At a time when Parliament is trying to save money and cut down
administrative personnel, when there is a large budget deficit, when agri-
culture and industry lack labor, when attempts are being made to levy
taxes on workers’ wages, and at a time when repopulation demands the
use of all productive energies, it would seem to us antipatriotic at such a
time to accept personal favors which necessarily cause loss of the powers
of the citizens condemned—as aides-de-camp—to idleness and the spend-
ing of money that the proletariat has sweated hard for.

In consequence, while remaining obliged to you, we respectfully de-
cline this distinction flattering to us but too expensive to the country.

If Your Excellency insists on knowing what we do every day, nothing
is easier: We shall publish every morning a bulletin of our movements,
and Your Excellency will have but the trouble of reading.

Besides, our timetable is quite simple and almost unchanging.

Morning: from 8 to 12 at the workshop.
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Afternoon: in newspaper offices (leftist, of course) or at the library.
Evening: at home or attending educational talks.
Sundays and holidays: visiting museums or other places of interest.

There you arel . .
Hoping that this convenient and rational method will give satisfaction

to Your Excellency, we beg to remain. . . .

Nguyen Ai Quoc®

Having witnessed and suffered himself humiliations inflicted by
the colons, Ho easily lost patience with anyone who thought fit to
defend colonial rule. To him colonialism was not an abstract theory;
it was a reality in the conquered and oppressed nations; it was
personified by specific Frenchmen, those sadists who tortured and
killed the subject people with impunity. In an open letter to Léon
Archimbaud, a Parliament member from Drome, who had written an
article refuting the charges brought by certain Communist deputies
against the colonial regime as exaggerated and false, the Vietnam-
ese revolutionary angrily said:

First, the Minister of Colonies himself was obliged to recognize that a
“contemptuous state of mind toward native life” exists. And that he
“denied no act of brutality” denounced by Deputy Boisneuf. And then
can you deny, M. Archimbaud, that during the last few years, that is to
say, following the war for “the rule of law” for which 800,000 natives
came to work “voluntarily” or to be killed in France, that your civilizers
—with impunity—have robbed, swindled, murdered, or burnt alive
Annamese, Tunisians, and Senegalese?

. . . Either you are harebrained and have forgotten the Baudoins, the
Darles, the Lucases, and so many others making up the galaxy which is
the honor and pride of your Colonial Administration, and who, after
having committed heinous crimes, receive as punishment only promo-
tions and decorations. Or else you are treating your readers as complete
fools.4

Ever since he chose the Bolshevik ways, Ho had been longing for
a pilgrimage to the land of Lenin, his idol. Much remained to be
done in France, however, and the nationalist-turned-Communist
patiently waited for the opportune moment to come. Meanwhile, .he
recruited promising young Vietnamese and sent to Moscow for in-
formation on Marxist indoctrination and revolutionary training.
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Ho’s opportunity to make his first visit to the Soviet Union finall
came. As a native of a colony who had personally experience
colonial rule and written extensively on the subject, Ho rapidl ;
gained recognition as the French Communist party’s specialist on 4
colonial affairs. In this capacity he was sent to Moscow to attend }
the Fourth Comintern Congress, which lasted from November to }
December, 1922. During his first sojourn in the Soviet capital, the
future architect of the Viet Minh Revolution managed to meet |
Lenin and other Communist luminaries such as Trotsky, Bukharin, §
and Stalin, an event whose significance has been carefully under-
lined by his associates. Until his death Ho was thus the only non-
Russian Communist who knew the leading figures who had ruled {
the Soviet Union since the Revolution of 1917. One of the most }
important decisions reached by the Comintern at this Congress was
the creation of the Southeast Asian Bureau of which Ho was to §
become a very active member. Shortly after the close of the Con- |
gress, Ho left the Soviet Union. He returned to Moscow in June, 5
1923, to attend the Peasants’ International Congress (Krestintern) '
and remained there until November. On October 16, Ho was
elected to the ten-man Executive Committee of the Krestintern, an -
event that filled him with enthusiasm and gratitude for the interna-
tional Communist movement. His new duties clearly defined, Ho 1
journeyed back to Paris early in November to make arrangements for §
his final departure from the “mother” country. During his last days |
in France, an exuberant Ho excitedly contacted his friends and
followers from the French African colonies, urging them to “go
back to their countries, penetrate the masses to awaken, organize,
unite and train them and lead them to fight for freedom and inde-
pendence.” With the excitement of a man who had discovered a
remedy to the world’s problems, Ho invited Kyo Komatsu, a Japa-
nese writer whom he had befriended in Paris, to go to Moscow with
him to witness the beginning of a new era. Disappointed by the
latter’s refusal to acquiesce in his proposal, the Vietnamese asked:
“What kind of art can you practice in this rotten society? We will
make the revolution and then you can write for free men in a
classless society!”

As the year drew to a close, the frail Vietnamese revolutionary
quietly left France. He did not return until 1946, and this time as
President of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.
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Activities in Soviet Russia and Asia

Ho arrived in Moscow shortly after Lenin’s death, in time to pay
his last respects to the deceased Bolshevik leader and to witness the
ferocious struggle for power that had begun to take shape .bet.ween
Stalin and Trotsky. Refraining from discussing controversial issues
and from taking sides, a trait that was to become his trademark, the
shrewd Vietnamese thoughtfully observed everything that went on
and learned a great deal about political competition and the art of
survival, A period of intensive study and formal education began
for Ho. As Linov, he registered at the University of the Toilers of
the East and, as Lin, he attended the Institute of National and
Colonial Affairs. Eager to familiarize himself with Communist ide-
ology, Ho devoured books and periodicals on Bolshevik tactics agd
underwent a thorough training in Marxism-Leninism. Not only did
he acquire new names which confounded the French police, he also
added Russian to the list of languages he had mastered with re-
markable ease: French, English, German, Chinese (several dia-
lects), and, of course, Vietnamese.

Ho’s fanatic devotion, tireless drive, and simple manners left a
very favorable impression upon the Russian leaders. For a man
who, a few years earlier, had not understood the difference l:etwecfn
a party and a trade union, socialism and Communism, Ho’s rap.ld
rise in the Communist movement was remarkable. As the Colonial
Representative and a member of the French Communist party, he
was invited to address the Fifth Congress of the Comintern held in
Moscow from June 17 to July 8, 1924. In his Report on the National
and Colonial Questions, which was loaded with facts an_d ﬁgurfes,
Ho unequivocally and intrepidly condemned the Communist parties
of France, Great Britain, Holland, Belgium, and other countries:

What have they done to cope with the colonial invasions perpetrated by
the bourgeois class of their countries?P What have they done from the day
they accepted Lenin’s political program to educate the working class of
their countries in the spirit of just internationalism, and that of close
contact with the working masses in the colonies? What our Parties have
done in this domain is almost worthless. As for me, I was born in a
French colony, and am a member of the French Communist Party, and 1
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am very sorry to say that our Communist Party has done hardly any- §
thing for the colonies.8

Ho then went on to complain that the Communist newspaper had 4
failed to introduce the colonial questions to the militants, to awaken
the workers in the colonies, and to win them over to the cause of @
Communism. The papers had also refrained from criticizing the
oppressive policies pursued by the Ministry of Colonies, conveying
the impression that the Party had no concern for the colonial }
people. As an example, Ho mentioned IHumanité, the French Com- §
munist paper, which had not even published the International §
Peasants’ Appeal to the colonies issued by the Comintern. In an
attempt to correct these shortcomings, Ho proposed the following 4
measures:

1. To publish in PHumanité a new feature of at least two columns
weekly devoted to regular coverage of colonial questions.

2. To increase propaganda and choose Party members among the £
natives of the colonial countries in which there are already branches of )
the Communist International.

3- To send comrades from the colonial countries to study at the §
Eastern Communist University in Moscow. "

4. To come to an agreement with the United General Confederation 4
of Labor on the organization of working people from colonial countries 4
working in France. .

5. To set Party members the task of paying more attention to colonial
questions.” :

That he addressed the Fifth Congress of the Comintern and sug-
gested a new course for the French Communist party to follow was
a significant indication of Ho’s growing influence. Shortly after-
ward, he was entrusted with more delicate missions for which he
had to leave the land of Lenin.

Journey to China

China was in the midst of a revolution. Humiliated by the West-
ern powers which, both at the Versailles Conference following
World War I and at the Washington Conference of 1g21-22, had
refused to give serious consideration to her request for the abroga-
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tion of unilateral treaties which had reduced her to th,e status of' a
quasicolony, the Middle Kingdom, under Sun Yat-sen’s leadership,
was waging a war against imperialism. Re]:ectt?d by the West, Sun
approached the Soviet Union whose objective in thfs Far East hap-
pened to coincide with China’s, i.e., the eradxca.tlon of Weste'm
influence. Moscow eagerly seized this opportunity to ofh.ar aid,
which the Chinese promptly accepted. Ironically, the Kuommtang,
which was to be driven off mainland China by Mao Tse-tung.s
forces in 1949, owed a great deal to the Comintern for its reorgani-
zation and methods of operation. Entertaining no thought of co-
operation with the Soviet Union, it nevertheless accepted a Russian
loan of three million rubles to establish the Whampoa Military
Academy. A mission headed by Alexander Joffe went to China arfd,
on January 26, 1923, a joint statement was issued by. the Soviet
emissary and Sun Yat-sen, under which Moscow promised to help
China achieve unity and independence. Subsequently, another Rus-
sian mission under the leadership of Michael Borodin, an expert
propagandist, and General Vassily Bluecher, popularly known as
General Gallen, an able military instructor, arrived in Canton to
assist in the reorganization of both the Kuomintang and the Chinese
army. This was the heyday of Soviet-Kuomintang cooperation. As
the Supreme Political Adviser of both the Chinese Government a.md
the Natjonalist Party, Borodin enjoyed enormous influence in China,
a factor that was to benefit Ho considerably.

Since 1gos5, Canton had been a meeting center for Vietnamese
nationalists. Answering the appeal of Phan Boi Chau, the leader of
the Dong Du (Exodus to the East) Movement, many young men
had arrived from Indochina to acquire the new knowledge (West-
e science) and to engage in revolutionary activities. The unsuc-
cessful attempt on the life of Merlin, the Governor General of Indo-
china, by the émigré Pham Hong Thai on June 19, 1924, during the
former’s visit to Shamian in Canton, bespoke the fervor of the
Vietnamese exiles. With a view to providing these political agitators
with leadership and promoting Communism in the Asian cplonies,
the Comintern dispatched one of its seasoned agents to China late
1n 1924.

Oge4day in December, a frail but determined-looking young man
arrived at the Soviet mission in Canton. He was introduced by
Borodin as Ly Thuy or Lee Suei, the new secretary, translator, and
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interpreter of the mission. While no one knew his real identity, ]
many assumed that he was a Soviet citizen of Chinese descent. Soon
after his arrival, Ly Thuy established contact with the Vietnamese

nationalists in Canton, and impressed them with his command of

their language. They should not have been surprised, however, for i
Ly Thuy was none other than Nguyen Ai Quoc, the man whose anti- 3
French writings they had avidly read. In an attempt to delude both §
the police and his non-Marxist compatriots, Ho again assumed an- }
other alias. To the Vietnamese colony in Canton, he was known as
Vuong Son Nhi. As Borodin’s interpreter and confidant, Ho moved ;
freely in both Kuomintang and Communist circles, and had ample §
opportunity to observe the first phase of the Nationalist-Communist
collaboration. Under such favorable circumstances, the astute Viet- A
namese revolutionary began his propaganda activities among his ";,,

exiled compatriots. As Truong Chinh was to point out later, Ho

drawing experience from the attempt on the life of Merlin, which had }
failed, . . . arrived at the following conclusion: the assassination of this 3
or that governor could not overthrow the colonial regime or lead the §
revolution to victory. To this end, a strong political party was needed, 3
which would organize the masses, and give them the leadership needed §

for carrying out an insurrection and winning power.8

As most of the Vietnamese refugees in Canton belonged to one or }i
another patriotic group, Ho pretended to share their aims and
passed himself off as a fervent nationalist. He established contact §

with the Tam Tam Xa (Heart-to-Heart Association), a revolution-
ary society organized in 1923 by Le Hong Phong, the future Secre-
tary General of the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP) from 1935
to 1939. Very rapidly, with the assistance of its leaders, Ho reorga-
nized the Tam Tam Xa and rechristened it the Viet Nam Thanh
Nien Cach Menh Dong Chi Hoi, or “Vietnamese Revolutionary
Youth Organization,” known briefly as the Thanh Nien. In addition
to Ho and Le Hong Phong, its members included Ho Tung Mau,
Hong Son, and others, men who were to play prominent roles in the
Viet Minh Revolution. According to Truong Chinh,

The Vietnam Revolutionary Youth League was but a transitional stage
leading to the founding of a Communist Party, the Communists within
the League being organized into “Communist groups” which would pre-
pare for the setting up of a Communist Party in Vietnam.?
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With its headquarters established in Canton, the Central Com-
mittee of the party published a weekly paper, the Thanh Nien, and
translated Communist works into Vietnamese. Unlike Le Paria, the
Thanh Nien came out regularly from June, 1925 to April, 1927.
There were in total eighty-eight issues, in which Ho elaborately
discussed colonial issues and developed Lenin’s thesis on the revolu-
tion in the colonies. In spite of its small circulation (about 100), the
paper was a great success as it reached numerous readers both in
China and in Vietnam.

Ho also organized training courses for his young fellow country-
men, taught them dialectical materialism, the Marxist concept of
class struggle, and the revolutionary techniques which he had
learned at the University of the Toilers of the East. As a manual of
instruction, he used The Road of the Revolution, which he had
written himself. Among the young newcomers from Indochina,
there was a man who rapidly gained Ho’s trust and remained his
confidant. His name was Pham Van Dong, Prime Minister of the
DRYV. The accelerated training courses lasted only three months,
after which the graduates were sent either to Moscow for further
political indoctrination, to the Whampoa Military Academy for
combat training, or back to Vietnam to organize secret cells and
recruit young men for the Canton school. Upon his cadres Ho
inculcated a strong sense of dedication to the party and its cause.
Disloyal members, i.e., those who refused to obey the party’s direc-
tives, were severely punished. One of Ho’s favorite methods was
to forward their names to the French Streté, which was always
eager to put them behind bars. This turned out to be one of the
most effective disciplinary measures. Ho’s cadres had no choice but
to remain loyal and trustworthy regardless of the many dangers
they might incur in Indochina.

Ho’s ruthless methods of operation and his readiness to sacrifice
any man to achieve his objectives could be illustrated by another
shocking incident, which took place in June, 1925. To finance his
revolution in Vietnam, Ho needed funds which had to be raised in a
hurry, One day, he came up with a perfidious idea which he
promptly put to test. As the French had been so eager to capture
the celebrated nationalist leader Phan Boi Chau, who had been
living in exile in China, arrangements could be made for his de-
livery to the French authorities in exchange for a large ransom.
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Thereupon, Ho sent a letter inviting Phan to come to Canton to dis-
cuss matters of common interest and to attend the founding of th
Vietnamese branch of the World Federation of Small and Weak
Nations. Full of hope and enthusiasm, Phan accepted the invitation,
As he arrived at the Shanghai railway station en route to Canton,
French agents, who had been informed by Ho of his whereabouts
immediately seized and took him to the French concession in
Shanghai. Phan was subsequently shipped back to Vietnam, tried,
convicted, and given a life sentence at hard labor. Although par- §
doned later, he was confined to his house and forbidden to receive
visitors. For this betrayal of the grand old man of Vietnamese na- §
tionalism, a man from his native province of Nghe An who had been &,
a source of inspiration to him, Ho allegedly received 150,000 Indo- §
chinese piasters. The callous Communist later justified his action
on the following grounds: 3

a. Phan Boi Chau, as an influential nationalist leader, would be a
dangerous rival to the Communists in their scheme to control the anti-
French movement;

b. The ransom money would be used for a just cause, i.e., the promo- 3}
tion of Communism; 4

c. The arrest, trial, and execution of Phan Boi Chau would arouse the
Vietnamese people against French rule and intensify the spirit of resist- 4
ance.10 E

This reasoning should dissipate any doubt one may entertain 1
about Ho’s ruthlessness. Sacrificing Phan Boi Chau to the Commu- |
nist cause, Ho also expected the French to execute his fellow Nghe §
Anese. 1

In spite of his preoccupation with the Thanh Nien organization,
Ho, the Comintern agent, did not neglect his other responsibilities.
With the assistance of the Indian M. N. Roy and several Koreans,
who had received their political training in Moscow, he set up the
League of Oppressed Peoples of Asia whose members came from the
various Western-ruled colonies in the East. The League, which was
to become the South Seas Communist party, was just another
Comintern front organization in the Far East.

Ho’s operations had been proceeding smoothly when the Kuo-
mintang-Communist cooperation suddenly came to an end. Increas-
ingly alarmed by the progress of the Communist propaganda,
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Chiang Kai-shek occupied Shanghai and waged a war agamit Mao
Tse-tung, declaring that the Kuomintang would not adm.lt a “super-
government under Borodin,” and that “if the Communists wish to
dominate us, and the Russians to ill-treat us, that means thg end of
their activity.” Confronted with such an unpleasant situation, the
Borodin mission, including Ho, hurriedly left for Han.kow, \.avhe?e
they contacted Wang Ch'ing-wei, the leader of the radical wing in
the Kuomintang and Chiang Kai-shek’s main opponent. Borodin
offered to support Wang against Chiang in their struggle for @e
leadership of their party on condition that Wang carry out a thcy
of land reform. In spite of the Russian promises and Ho’s per81§tent
argument, Wang chose to make peace with Chiang. Greatly disap-
pointed, the Soviet delegation left for Moscow.

Before his departure from China, Ho had made arrangements for
Ho Tung Mau, who together with Hong Son had joined the Chm'ese
Communist party, to assume the leadership of the Thanh Nien.
Mau prevailed upon the Cantonese authorities to permit his group
to continue its activities with the understanding that they should be
directed exclusively against French colonialism. In December, 1928,
however, Mau and other members of the Thanh Nien were arrested
by the Chinese police. Hong Son, consequently, became the h.ead of
the party. Faced with an increasing repression by the Kuomintang,
the Thanh Nien subsequently moved its headquarters first to Kuang
si, then to Hong Kong in May, 1929. . -

Following his return to Moscow, Ho received a brief assxgnment
to the Anti-Imperialist League in Berlin. Whatever he did in Ger-
many has been a state secret, but his sojourn in that country was
long enough for him to learn its language. Early in 1928, fafter
attending the Congress against Imperialism in Brussels. Ho jour-
neyed to Switzerland and Italy, then left for Asia.

There were from 30,000 to 40,000 Vietnamese settlers in Siam. .It
was in their midst that appeared, in the autumn of 1928, a frail,
gentle-looking Buddhist monk, who was also a fascinating story-
teller. He travelled from village to village, encouraging people to
form associations for self-improvement. With the permission of the
local authorities, the bonze encouraged the Vietnamese émigrés to
build schools. To set up an example, the slender man of Buddha
himself carried bricks in waived bamboo baskets, mixed mortar,




actively and enthusiastically particpated in construction work. As §
soon as a school was erected, each village, at the monk’s suggestion, §
provided for the maintenance of a teacher, who would teach quoc }
ngu and other elementary subjects to children in the daytime and to }
adults in the evening. The school also served as a meeting place for §
the villagers. Their daily chores finished, people gathered here to §
study, read newspapers and magazines, discuss their affairs, and,
most importantly, to listen to the kindly monk who was so well §
versed in politics. He used historical themes to put his ideas across, 4
constantly reminding his listeners of their country’s glorious past §
and humiliating present, its indomitable spirit, and its heroic re- §
sistance to foreign rule. The abuses and crimes of the colonial §
regime, so vividly described by the persuasive monk, aroused a §
slumbering indignation in the Vietnamese exiles, rekindled their

patriotic feelings, and rendered them more receptive to his ideas.

While emphasizing the need to restore Vietnam to its rightful ,f
place, the holy man also talked about a wonderful Western country, §

whose enlightened and selfless leaders and people were deeply in-
terested in helping Vietnamese recover their independence. He

seemed to know it so well, explaining in the most minute details its 3
perfect classless system, a society in which all men were equal, and §
in which no one would think of exploiting his fellow men for selfish
motives for everyone contributed according to his ability and ev- }
eryone received everything he needed. It was the country of the §
Soviets; it was the USSR. This man in the saffron robe also circu-

lated songs and stories which he had composed himself and put in

the luc-bat (six-eight) form, poems in which hexameters and

octometers are alternated and which are very easy for Vietnamese
to memorize. The people he influenced and trained in this fashion,

in their turn, went from village to village to continue his work and

spread his words. Many even crossed the border into Vietnam, car-

rying with them newspapers and other materials which the bonze ]

had produced.

Who was this man of Buddha who knew history and world events
so well? This saintly monk was none other than Nguyen Ai Quoc,
the dedicated Comintern agent, the future Ho Chi Minh. He orga-
nized the Vietnamese resistance and spread Communism wherever
he went, in France, in China, in Siam, and in Indochina. Under the
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guise of patriotism, Ho sought to infiltrate and control all anti-
French organizations in order to carry out the first phase of his
Communist revolution. The cadres he formed in Siam were to be-
come successively members of the Thanh Nien, the Indochinese
Communist party, and the Lao Dong party. When the Viet Nam
Quoc Dan Dang (Vietnam Nationalist Party) attempted to gain
adherents in Siam, its advance was effectively checked by the
Thanh Nien, which enjoyed widespread support among the Viet-
namese émigrés in the Thai country. These settlers, whose alle-
giance goes to the DRV, have become a serious menace to the
tranquillity and security of Thailand (formerly Siam).

Founder of the Indochinese Communist Party

The Thanh Nien cadres who had infiltrated into Vietnam set up
the first Communist cell in Tonkin and took upon themselves the
task of making preparations for the founding of a Communist party
in Indochina. At the first National Congress of the Thanh Nien,
held in Hong Kong from May 1 to g, 1929, a serious conflict be-
tween the Central Committee and the Tonkinese delegation
emerged. The North Vietnamese leaders, whose clandestine ac-
tivities inside the country constantly put their lives in danger,
proposed that an Indochinese Communist party should be founded
to coordinate all operations both inside and outside Vietnam.
The majority of the delegates, however, following Ho’s advice
to spread Communism under the cover of nationalism, defeated the
proposal. Greatly disturbed, the Tonkinese delegation left Hong
Kong, Upon their return to Vietnam, ignoring both the Comintern
directives and the authority of the Thanh Nien Central Committee,
they founded the Dong Duong Cong San Dang, or Indochinese
Communist Party, in June, 1929, in North Vietnam. The new party
included most of the cadres of the Thanh Nien, whose organizations
in Tonkin were promptly dissolved, a large segment of the Tan Viet
Cach Mang Dang, or Revolutionary Party of New Vietnam, which
had been founded in 1925 in Northern Annam by a group of intel-
lectuals upon their return from Poulo Condore where they had been
deported for their participation in the 1go8 movements,* and
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members of the land reform society secretly known as the Cao Vong
Thanh Nien Dang, or Hope of Youth Party, which had been orga-~
nized by Nguyen An Ninh in 1927 in Cochinchina.

Both the Thanh Nien and the newly formed Indochinese Co
munist Party (ICP) feverishly competed for Comintern recognitio
Alarmed by the success of the dissident group and anxious to retain;
its cadres mostly in the South, the Thanh Nien Central Committes
promptly transformed what remained of the organization into the
An Nam Cong San Dang, or Annamese Communist Party (ACP
Under these circumstances and motivated by the same fear, the Ta
Viet brought its members in Central and Southern Annam into
new party, the Dong Duong Cong San Lien Doan, or Indochine
Communist League (ICL). Thus, in 1929, three Communist parties .
existed simultaneously in Vietnam, the ICP in Tonkin and Northern
Annam, the ACP in Cochinchina, and the ICL in Southern Annam,
each claiming to be the only genuine, revolutionary party organized
along Marxist-Leninist lines. Submerged in a ferocious struggle for’
influence, all three did not hesitate to resort to any means availabl
including leaking their opponents’ names (Ho’s favorite method) to’ N
the French police. At the same time, they tried to establish contact'-{-f
with the Communist International.

Paralyzed by the internecine strife and convinced that Ho, who
had founded the Thanh Nien, trained, and inspired its members, §
would be the only person capable of bringing the rival factions §
together, the Hong Kong-based Central Committee of the ACP sent §
him an urgent appeal, which was immediately forwarded to the 4
Comintern. An order from the Executive Committee of the Com-
munist International commanding Ho to take appropriate action
subsequently reached him in Siam, where he had been since Au- |
gust, 1928, organizing Vietnamese settlers and directing propa-
ganda activities in Malaya and the Dutch East Indies. Thereupon,
Ho dispatched an invitation to the Vietnamese Communist factions
requesting them to send delegates to Hong Kong for a very impor-
tant meeting,.

One winter day in 1930, Nguyen Luong Bang, an adventurous
seaman who had smuggled into Vietnam copies of Vuong Son Nhi’s
(Ho) The Road of the Revolution and who was destined to become
one of the leaders of the Viet Minh Revolution, received in Shang-
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hai an unsigned love letter which said: “Darling, I wait for you in
Tien Thi’s billiard room.” Greatly excited, the young seaman hur-
ried to the rendezvous place, which was the largest bazaar in that
Chinese city, expecting to meet a sweet, beautift’x’l lady. With a
mixed feeling, Bang found, instead of his “darling, a slender man
who, in spite of the biting cold in Shanghai, was scantily dressed in
a cheap Sun Yat-sen suit. It was comrade Vuong (Ho), the ze'alm.ls
revolutionary who had founded the Thanh Nien five years earlier in
Canton. During their conversation, Bang worriedl.y mc!uu'ed about
Nguyen Ai Quoc who had been reported dead in prison. Ho, or
comrade Vuong, of course, did not know anything about it.**

Thus, Ho arrived in Hong Kong early in January, 1930. Aft.er a
few hectic weeks of meeting and consultation, the determined
Comintern agent convened the Unification Conference on Feb.ruary
3, at which he emphasized the need for solidarity and umty.of
action in the face of stubborn imperialism, reiterating the Third
International position that “the most important and most urgent
task for all Indochinese Communists consisted in founding a revolu-
tionary party, i.e., a mass Communist Party. It ShO’l;lld be a unified
party and the only Indochinese Communist Party.”® As ewted,
Ho prevailed upon the splinter groups to recognize the ?uthonty. of
the Hong Kong-based Central Committee. The three rival parties,
the ICP, the ACP, and the ICL, were consequently amalgamatt?d
into the Viet Nam Cong San Dang, or Vietnamese Communist
Party. Thus February 3, 1930, was a very important date for Viet-
namese Communists; it was the day on which their party was offi-
cially created. With a view to illustrating the common cause of the
peoples of Indochina, and as an early indication of its ambm?ns, the
party, at its October congress held in Hong Kong, dec1de.d to
change its name to Dong Duong Cong San Dang, or Indochinese
Communist Party (ICP). In spite of serious misgivings, Ho, as a con-
cession, acquiesced in the delegates’ proposal to transfer the Central
Committee to Haiphong. The cautious revolutionary had. for goqd
reasons feared that the presence of the ICP headquarters in Tonkin
might subject the party to the pressure of hothead’ed and impetuous
cadres and thus expose it to the alert French Strete. .

The Outline of the Party Platform, adopted by the Unification Con-
ference, clearly reflected Ho’s belief, acquired in Moscow, that the
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proletarian dictatorship should be preceded by a bourgeois demo- §

cratic revolution. To carry out the first phase of the revolution, the :
ICP program included the following points: |

1. Overthrow French imperialism, feudalism, and the reactionary ¥
Vietnamese capitalist class.

2. Make Indochina completely independent.

3. Establish a worker-peasant and soldier government. .

4. Confiscate the banks and other enterprises belonging to the im-
perialists and put them under the control of the worker-peasant and
soldier government. ]

5. Confiscate the whole of the plantations and property belonging to
the imperialists and the Vietnamese reactionary capitalist class and dis-
tribute them to poor peasants. £

6. Implement the eight-hour working day. 1

7. Abolish public loans and poll tax. Waive unjust taxes hitting the 1
poor people.

8. Bring back all freedoms to the masses.

9. Carry out universal education.

10. Implement equality between man and woman.4

The Central Committee was no sooner installed in Haiphong |
than the party decided to transfer it to Saigon. In addition to 1,500 4
hard-core members, the illegal party had almost 100,000 affiliates in '
trade and peasant unions.’® As Paul Isoart, the penetrating French &
student of Vietnamese affairs, points out:

The party had to form rapidly a solid revolutionary framework, canaliz-
ing the discontent with mandarinal abuses, the rising cost of living,
insufficient wages or increased taxes, extolling the sentiment for inde- |
pendence, the social idealism of the students, exploiting typhoons, floods,
droughts and poverty. Little by little, it set up its political-administrative
framework. The Central Committee or Tong Bo, installed first in Hai-
phong then in Saigon, issued directives to the local committees in Tonkin |
(Bac Bo), Annam (Trung Bo), and Cochinchina (Nam Bo). The 1
country was divided into provinces, sectors, communes, and villages and 4
placed under the jurisdiction of committees. The element at the base, the
¢chi bo or cell, was composed of the workers of the same enterprise or the §
inhabitants of the same street. This territorial organization was paralleled 3
by a professional and social organization grouping the workers’ associa- -
tions (Cong San), the women (Phu Nu), the youth (Thanh Nien), the
military (Binh Si), the peasants, the students, and the old people. Even 3
then, the party already made attempt to control the population through E
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these parallel hierarchies which were to become the strength of the Viet
Minh. Doctrinal unity was ensured by strict discipline and errors were
punished by death. Every member had a cover name. Catering to the
innate love of the Vietnamese for the mystery of secret societies, a
number of cells still resorted to the blood oath.1%

Although Tran Phu was the Party Secretary General, Ho alone was
in charge of the relations between the ICP and the other organiza-
tions of the Third International: the Far Eastern Bureau in Shang-
hai, the Secretariat of the Pan-Pacific Syndicated Confederation, the
Communist parties of Indonesia, Malaya, and Siam of which he
assumed control from March, 1930, to June, 1931, the French
Communist party, and the Anti-Imperialist League created in Ber-
lin in 1925. At its Ninth Plenary Session in April, 1931, the Central
Executive Committee of the Third International recognized the ICP
as a national section of the Comintern, gave it a monthly allowance
of approximately $1,250, and brought it under the nominal control
of the French Communist party.

The year 1930 was one of revolutionary upsurge in Indochina. As
discussed previously, the Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang ( VNQDD)
leaders, victims of unfavorable circumstances, had to carry out their
rebellious scheme earlier than planned. With the exception of the
successful mutiny of the rifle battalion in Yen Bay on February g,
the movement was a tragic fiasco, due to poor organization, lack of
coordination, a last-minute change of plan, and the alertness of the
French police. As a result of these uprisings, the VNQDD leader-
ship was effectively eliminated and the party disappeared from th‘e
Vietnamese political scene for fifteen years. In the midst of this
turbulence, the Communists played it safe, refraining from taking
part in the hopeless rebellion although they had incited the people
to revolt against the colonial administration. Three possible expla-
nations have been suggested for this Communist aloofness: (a) the
ICP did not feel itself strong enough to take part in the mutiny; (b)
a severe repression of the nationalist uprisings would intensify the
anti-French feeling among Vietnamese; (c) the elimination. of tl.le
VNQDD by the French regime would clear the field of nationalist
competition with the Communists.

Of these theories, the last two seemed to be quite plausible as
they were the very ones Ho had used to justify his betrayal of the
great nationalist Phan Boi Chau in Hong Kong in 1925. At any rate,
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the disappearance of the Viet Nam Nationalist Party offered the ICP
an unexpected opportunity to accelerate its “patriotic” propaganda

and gain support from the aroused anti-French population.

A succession of strikes broke out in the rubber plantations at Phu §
Rieng, Dau Tieng, Xa Cut, etc., in Cochinchina in February-March, #
1930, and at the Nam Dinh weaving mill the following month, ."
affecting thousands of workers. Similarly, mass demonstrations
against the deteriorating economic conditions and unabated taxes §
took place in various parts of the country. In North Annam, the §
hotbed of rebels, thousands of angry peasants marched on adminis- §
trative centers to present their grievances and beg the government 4
to help alleviate their plight. In the process, however, they burned §
tax rolls and sacked public buildings. Most famous of the demon- §
strations was the march of 6,000 destitute peasants on the town of §
Vinh, the capital of Ho’s native province. Against these unarmed
people who came to request a reduction of their unusually heavy §

taxes, the French Resident Governor used planes and bombs.1?

This brutal repression of the peasants did nothing but intensify §
the anger of the people in North Annam, which had been seething §
with revolution. While realizing that the Nghe An rebellion was §
bound to fail, the ICP nevertheless decided to assume the leadership 4
of the movement with a twofold objective: (a) to save it, if possi- }
ble, and (b) to enable the Communists to have some practical §
revolutionary experience. With the ICP active participation, the 4
peasant insurrection was instantaneously transformed into a revolu-

tion. Inspired by the success of the Chinese soviets in Kiangsi, the

ICP leaders decided to set up peasant soviets in several districts in  §

the province of Nghe An, which they called Xo-viet Nghe An, and
proceeded to put into practice its first agrarian reforms. Land was

taken away from landlords and divided among peasants, people’s "
courts were established and committees organized to run the xo- i

viet, which displaced the regular French-controlled administration.
For several months, they maintained themselves surprisingly well.
Meanwhile, similar xo-viet sprung up in other parts of Northern
Annam which lasted until the spring of 1931. Parallel with the Nghe
An movement were the insurrections in Central Annam, specifically
in Quang Ngai, Pham Van Dong’s native province, and in Ben Tre,
Tra Vinh, Vinh Long, Sadec, and Long Xuyen in Cochinchina. The
Southern uprisings, however, did not set up a revolutionary regime
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like the Xo-viet Nghe An. In the face of such an unpardonable
challenge to its rule, the enraged colonial administration became
obsessed with one thought: revenge. The retaliation was both vig-
orous and brutal. French troops and aircraft indiscriminately rained
bullets and bombs upon the rebellious villages. What did the revo-
lution cost the Vietnamese? 10,000 dead, 50,000 imprisoned, and
uncounted sufferings. As historian Joseph Buttinger remarks,

There is indeed no darker year in the entire period of French rule in
Vietnam than 1931. Shocked Frenchmen have collected enough evidence
to show that people were killed not in the heat of battle—there were no
battles—but rather in a wild and strange excitement of the chase—the
chase of human beings, who were hunted down and killed as animals are
hunted down and killed for sport, by soldiers as drunk from many
murders as much as from too much alcohol.18

By the end of 1931, when order was restored throughout the coun-
try, scores of Communist cadres had been securely put behind bars.
Among the victims figured Tran Phu, the first Secretary General of
the ICP, Truong Chinh, who held the same post from 1941 to 1956,
Pham Van Dong and Vo Nguyen Giap, the present DRV Prime Min-
ister and Minister of Defense, respectively.

In the meantime, Ho remained in Hong Kong in his capacity as
Comintern representative. While Tran Phu was the nominal head of
the party, it was Ho who directed its activities from his safe haven
in the British crown colony. In spite of his attempt to disassociate
himself from the ICP disastrous experiment in the years of 1930-31,
the blame for this discomfiture should lay squarely on Ho’s shoul-
ders. In order perhaps to absolve himself, the shrewd revolutionary
dispatched a letter to the Central Committee on April 30, 1931, in
which he criticized his party’s lack of realism, failure to pay ade-
quate attention to the concrete situation in each locality, sectarian-
ism in mass organizations, and insufficient concern for the policies
of the Anti-Imperialist League, and emphasized:

All Party members, all Party cells must discuss the Central Commit-
tee’s directions and resolutions. . . . This aims at raising the level of the
Party members, ensuring that all directions and resolutions will be car-
ried into effect, and unifying the thoughts and actions of the Party
membership,19
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Meanwhile, increasing Communist activities in Southeast Asiaf
had put both the British and the French police on the alert. Late in §
the spring of 1930, the British authorities arrested two French]}
agents of the Comintern, Joseph Ducroux and Hilaire Noulens. §
Among the papers found in their possession were letters and mes-
sages that revealed that Ho was in charge of the Southern Section
of the Comintern Far Eastern Bureau. On June s, 1931, Ho was]
arrested in Hong Kong. The French authorities immediately re-
quested his extradition. The British, however, decided to exercise;
their jurisdiction over him. In the ensuing trial, Ho was found guilty}
of subversive activities and sentenced to six months in prison. Thef
judgment was subsequently voided on condition that he be returned
to Indochina, where the French tribunal in Vinh had sentenced him
to death in absentia. Thereupon, the International Red Relief Asso-
ciation hired a lawyer, Frank Loseby, to challenge the Hong Kong
court’s decision. An appeal was made to the Privy Council in Lon-
don, which subsequently reversed the judgment on the ground that
Ho was a political refugee and, consequently, not subject to extradi
tion. Upon his release, Ho left for Singapore, where he was again
arrested and returned to Hong Kong. As a result of tuberculosis, he
was admitted to a hospital instead of a prison. Shortly afterward,
Ho suddenly vanished. It was then rumored, and even believed by
the French Sireté, that the professional agitator had died of tuber-
culosis in a Hong Kong jail. This rumor was also corroborated by
two leading European Communist papers, the French 'Humanité
and the British Daily Worker, and the Soviet press. Did Ho escape, §
or was he given freedom? British authorities, curiously, remained §
silent on the circumstances surrounding his disappearance. It has §
been believed that the calculating Comintern agent obtained his
release by agreeing to work for the British Intelligence Service. In }
view of his past dealings, notably his delivery of Phan Boi Chau in §
1925 and his betrayal of the “uncooperative” Thanh Nien members §
in the late 1920s to the French police, and his intelligence activities
in behalf of the Kuomintang and the American Office of Strategic §
Services during World War II, one should not reject this theory as §
pure imagination.

In any case, Ho's whereabouts and activities following his dis-
appearance from Hong Kong were shrouded in mystery. It seemed
that he temporarily fell out of favor with the Kremlin and was {
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recalled to Moscow for more training and indoctrination, The dis-
astrous failure of the Xo-viet Nghe An? and other ICP-led uprisings
in Indochina, which resulted in the imprisonment of top Commu-
nist cadres, the arrest of Ho himself, and the seizure of incriminat-
ing Comintern documents by the British authorities must have dis-
turbed the Third International leaders considerably. And Ho was
held responsible for these shortcomings. According to a North Viet-
namese source,?! Ho, after regaining his freedom early in 1932, left
Hong Kong for Shanghai where he resumed his contact with the
Chinese Communist party. From Shanghai he departed for Moscow
and, in 1933, the dedicated Comintern agent once again became a
student. This time, he attended the Lenin School, which trained
high-ranking cadres for the Soviet Communist party. In February,
1935, when the ICP held its First Congress in Macao, Ho, the
founder of the party, was curiously absent. The same source men-
tioned above simply stated that Ho’s busy work in Moscow pre-
vented him from attending the Congress. A possible explanation is
that the Comintern leaders, still perturbed by Ho’s failure in the Far
East, did not want him to make contact with his comrades and
disciples before he had sufficiently reassessed the situation and
learned more about revolutionary tactics. As Ho had been the only
link between the ICP and other Comintern organizations, his re-
moval from Asia had the immediate effect of isolating the former
from other Communist parties, particularly the Soviet Communist
party, when it needed guidance and advice. Stalin’s disapproval of
Mao’s unorthodox interpretation of Marxism-Leninism had led him
to write off the Chinese Communist party and to neglect the ICP,
which he apparently considered as a branch of the Chinese organi-
zation.

While Ho was on his way back to Moscow, the badly dislocated
ICP began a rebuilding program in 1932. Their isolation from the
Comintern did not seem to hurt the Vietnamese Communists very
much. Through a small group of Chinese Communists and the
Thanh Nien cadres in Siam, and through Vietnamese seamen who
frequently called at the ports of Shanghai, Nanking, and Hong
Kong, the ICP managed to maintain contact with the outside move-
Ment, notably with the Chinese Communist party. With the excep-
tion of those who had been sent to the guillotine or died in prison,




40 Vision Accomplished? |
many Communists arrested at the height of the terror of 1930-31 4
were pardoned or released. Far from dampening their spirit, their ‘3
stay in jail proved to be quite beneficial. A generous supply of
propaganda materials had been smuggled into prisons and secretly §
circulated among the political detainees, who, upon their release, 3
became more convinced of the correctness of their cause and more §
determined to spread revolutionary ideas among the oppressed j
masses. In spite of a new and elaborate police network erected to }
prevent a revival of the Communist movement, the ICP recovered §

considerably faster than its members had expected.

It was further given a new impetus by the return in October, }
1932, of Tran Van Giau, a graduate of the Stalin School. Giau 7
immediately proceeded to revitalize the regional committee in Sai- §
gon, publish the Co Do (Red Flag) and the Tap Chi Cong San 4
(Communist Review), and reorganize the Indochinese section of §
the Anti-Imperialist League. He concentrated upon the workers §
who soon banded together in cells or clandestine trade unions. Un-
like Tonkin and Annam, which were protectorates, Cochinchina, as §
a colony, enjoyed a relatively liberal regime, which accorded signifi-
cant freedom to the French-language press. Cleverly exploiting this
liberty, one of the rare democratic rights recognized in Indochina, §
the Communists used the press to propagate their views. As the §
Third International had condemned the use of terror, the Vietnam- §
ese Communists now resorted to the legal methods of opposition. }
Instead of assassination, they resorted to persuasion; instead of |
swords, they used pens; instead of dividing the people, they tried to §
unite them in a common cause. Consequently, instead of dissipating
his strength, the Stalinist Giau entered into collaboration with Ta }
Thu Thau, a Trotskyist who had returned from France early in §
1932. Shortly after his arrival in Cochinchina, Thau had organized a §
group of adherents to the Fourth International, which was §
promptly disbanded by the French Stireté. Undaunted, the Trotsky- §
ist leader regrouped his men in a new association set up allegedly to

educate the workers.

In January, 1933, the first joint Stalinist-Trotskyist enterprise f
came into existence. With a view to avoiding official censorship
imposed on Vietnamese publications, Tran Van Giau and Ta Thu }
Thau put out a French-language paper, La Lutte (Struggle), which }
rapidly made its influence felt in the Cochinchinese capital. In the 1
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summer of that year, with the active support of La Lutte, two
Communist candidates, one Stalinist and one Trotskyist, were
elected to the Saigon Municipal Council in spite of strong official
disapproval.

Thus, the revival of the ICP after 1932 took place primarily in the
South, Not until 1934 did the party begin slowly to pick up its
pieces in the North, organizing rural friendly societies in Annam,
and reemerging as the Indochinese Democratic Front in Tonkin.
Contact between the dispersed members and the regional commit-
tees was soon restored. It was then decided that a Congress should
be convened to reassess both the domestic and the international
situations and revamp the party program. Subsequently, in Feb-
ruary, 1935, without Ho, the ICP held its First Congress in Macao,
China, where it reiterated its allegiance to the Comintern. The re-
organized party transferred its Central Committee to Saigon and, in
August, received recognition from the Third International.

Meanwhile, world events took an unusual turn. In the face of the
mounting pressure from imperialist Japan, the growing power of
Nazi Germany, and the increasing strength of the anti-Comintern
coalition, the Soviet Union decided on rapprochement with the
Western democracies. Fascism had replaced capitalism as the
archenemy of Soviet socialism. At its Seventh World Congress in
August, 1935, the Comintern issued new directives ordering all
Communist parties to join with the non-Communist governments in
the common struggle against fascism. This sharp reversal of the
Comintern policy was too bitter a pill for the ICP to swallow, and
caused considerable objection and anguish within its ranks. Not
only were Vietnamese Communists told to put aside their opposi-
tion to French rule and their campaign for democratic rights, they
were also ordered to collaborate with the colonialists in the struggle
against the Axis powers. Such a position would certainly be inter-
preted by the Vietnamese population as a betrayal on the part of
the ICP, whose main appeal lay in its campaign for national inde-
pendence, In its view, the rising power of Germany and Japan,
instead of constituting a threat to Indochina, offered it an excellent
Opportunity to destroy French rule in Asia. After heated debates
and considerable soul-searching, and under the pressure of other
Communist organizations, notably the French Communist party
headed by Maurice Thorez, who had been directed by Stalin to
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keep a watchful eye on the Vietnamese Communist movement since §
Ho’s departure from Asia, the ICP grudgingly complied with the |
Third International orders. At its meetings in May, 1936, the Cen-
tral Committee proceeded with the establishment of a united front
for peace and against fascism, which embraced all the Indochinese

peoples, classes, and political parties.

In the meantime, in June, 1936, the Popular Front government, §
based on an antifascist coalition of the Communist, Left, and Cen- |
ter parties, came to power in France. Announcing reforms for the
colonies, the new government promised to treat the peasants and §
workers in the French overseas possessions on the same basis as }
their counterparts in France, to “place them all on a plane of moral }
equality, social justice and human brotherhood,” to deny none of its
“republican or socialist convictions,” and to take its “role of civilizer §
and emancipator seriously.””? As a gesture of good will, Paris re- |
placed the hated Governor General René Robin with Jule Brevié, a §
liberal and honest man. Upon assuming his office, the new governor §
granted amnesty to political prisoners and extended certain liberties
of the press and assembly to the local people. Among the persons §
released from the Poulo Condore and Son La prisons were Pham §
Van Dong, Dang Xuan Khu, alias Truong Chinh, and Ha Ba Cang, §
alias Hoang Quoc Viet, the future President of the trade unions in
the DRV. It was these top cadres who, profiting by the relatively

tolerant policy of the Brevié administration, rebuilt their illegal

organization in Annam and in Tonkin. With the severe repression of §

1930-31 still vivid in its mind, the ICP took extreme measures to
protect its members. A number of able and experienced cadres were
smuggled out to China, while others camouflaged their illegal activi-
ties by cooperating with the moderate nationalist organizations
under the cover of the Indochinese Democratic Front, or working
in the Indochinese Sections of the French Socialist Party and the
League of Human Rights. The Front, which included both Vietnam-
ese and progressive Frenchmen residing in the colony, was ably
led by two dedicated militants, Pham Van Dong and Vo Ngyen
Giap. In spite of the existing system of limited suffrage, it suc-
ceeded in having a number of its members elected to the Hanoi
Municipal Council and to the Chamber of Representatives in Hanoi
and Hue.

Meanwhile, fully aware of the foreign Communist disapproval of
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the Comintern reversed position vis-3-vis the imperialist powers
and, particularly, of the smoldering opposition within the ICP ranks
to such a volte-face, and apparently foreseeing new opportunities to
open to the Communist movement in Asia, Moscow again dis-
patched its reliable and reeducated agent back to the Far East. In
1936, Ho, consequently, returned to China, where he closely fol-
lowed the political development in his homeland, attempting to
guide the movement he had launched. Unable to make the trip
himself, Ho sent Le Hong Phong, an alternate member of the Execu-
tive Committee of the Communist International, back to Vietnam to
give direct leadership to the ICP. From his safe haven in China, the
experienced revolutionary regularly dispatched directives to the ICP
Central Committee and sent articles to several papers published by
the Communist party and the Democratic Front. As Ho pointed out
in his report to the Communist International in July, 1939, the ICP,
under his guidance, strictly adhered to the Moscow line, and even
ceased to insist on national independence:

1. For the time being, the Party cannot put forth too high a demand
(national independence, parliament, etc.). To do so is to enter the Japa-
nese fascists’ scheme. It should only claim for democratic rights, freedom
of organization, freedom of assembly, freedom of press and freedom of
speech, general amnesty for all political detainees, and struggle for the
legalization of the Party.

2. To reach this goal, the Party must strive to organize a broad
Democratic National Front. This Front does not embrace only Indo-
chinese people but also progressive French residing in Indochina, not
only toiling people but also the national bourgeoisie.

3. The Party must assume a wise, flexible attitude with the bour-
geoisie, strive to draw it into the Front, win over the elements that can be
won over and neutralize those which can be neutralized. We must by all
means avoid leaving them outside the Front, lest they should fall into the
hands of the enemy of the revolution and increase the strength of the
reactionaries.

4. There cannot be any alliance with or any concession to.the Trot-
skyite group.28 We must do everything possible to lay bare their faces as
henchmen of the fascists and annihilate them politically.

5. To increase and consolidate its forces, to widen its influence, and to
work effectively, the Indochinese Democratic Front must keep close
contact with the French Popular Front because the latter also struggles
for freedom, democracy, and can give us great help.
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6. The Party cannot demand that the Front recognize its leadership.
It must instead show itself as the organ which makes the greatest sacri-
fices, the most active and loyal organ. It is only through daily struggle
and work that the masses of the people acknowledge and correct policies
and leading capacity of the Party and that it can win the leading posi-
tion.

7. To be able to carry out this task, the Party must uncompromisingly
fight sectarianism and narrow-mindedness and organize systematic study
of Marxism-Leninism in order to raise the cultural and political level of
the Party members and help the non-Party cadres raise their level. We
must maintain close contact with the French Communist Party.2

It is interesting to note that the position taken by the ICP within
the Democratic Front was the very same adopted by the Commu-
nists within the Viet Minh movement.

On September 20, 1936, a very important event took place in
Vietnam. The Indochinese Congress, attended by over a thousand
delegates from all political groupings, conservative, moderate,
Communist, was convened in the imperial city of Hue. Among the
committees selected on this occasion was one charged with the task
of drawing up a bill of demands to be presented to the Commission
of Inquiry, which had been dispatched by the Léon Blum govern-
ment to study the situation in Indochina with a view to recommend-
ing improvements. Upon its arrival, the Commission, headed by
Justin Godart, was welcomed with a succession of strikes in the
Saigon-Cholon area in Cochinchina, in the Hongay and Dong Trieu §
coal mines, and in the Nam Dinh weaving mills in Tonkin. The !
strikers demanded wage increase, the abolition of corporal punish-
ments, freedom to organize trade unions, etc. In January, 1937,
these workers’ activities eventually led to the passage of a labor law
that, among other things, prohibited the employment of children 3
under ten years of age and the assignment of women and children §
under eighteen to evening work, and provided for minimum wage, }
eight-hour day, and paid vacation. The new legislation, however, f
did not satisfy the workers, who were constantly aroused by the
Communist agitators, who, in turn, had other motives in mind. '

Meanwhile, both the French Socialist and Communist parties, §
then members of the coalition government, had abandoned their |}
earlier antiimperialist position and shared the popular feeling that §
Indochina might fall into the Japanese hands. Thereupon, the So- §
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cialist Minister of Colonies, Marius Moutet, emphasizing the official
policy of keeping Indochina French, directed the colonial adminis-
tration to “maintain public order by all legitimate and legal means,
even by prosecution of those who attempt to make trouble, if this
should prove necessary,” and see to it that “French order must reign
in Indochina as elsewhere.”?® The French Communist party, on its
part, sent a delegation to Vietnam to remind the ICP of the new
Comintern decision regarding the necessity of joining forces with
the capitalists to thwart the fascist scheme of world conquest, and
to urge the Vietnamese comrades to suspend temporarily their il-
Jegal activities. Such was the liberalism of the French Popular Front
government! The ICP acquiesced only halfway in the French Com-
munist request. With a view to giving their movement a cloak of
legitimacy, the Vietnamese organized themselves into two groups:
an overt section engaged in legal operations, and a clandestine sec-
tion entrusted with the task of erecting a network of secret cells. At.
the same time, the Stalinists cooperated with the Trotskyists and
other revolutionary elements in various legal nationalist front orga-
nizations.

The Stalinist-Trotskyist collaboration, however, soon ran into diffi-
culty. In opposition to the Stalinist shift in emphasis, the Trotskyists
continued to underline the importance of the struggle against im-
perialism, condemning both the French and the Indochinese Fronts.
Ta Thu Thau vehemently criticized the ICP program of democratic
reforms, rejecting the contention that Japan should be considered as
the main threat to Indochina, and labelling the Stalinists “allies of
the bourgeoisie” and “defenders of democracy.” Thau also accused
the ICP of placing the interests of the French and Soviet Commu-
nist parties above those of the Indochinese people. Plagued by
mutual distrust and tactical differences, and determined to outdo
each other in illegal maneuvers, the Stalinist-Trotskyist coalition
was precariously maintained until the Saigon municipal elections of
1937, in which Thau and the Stalinists Duong Bach Mai and
Nguyen Van Tao were elected. After their last meeting on July 14,
1937, Tran Van Giau and Ta Thu Thau parted company.

With La Lutte remaining under his control, the Trotskyist leader
continued his attack on the Popular Front. After publishing an arti-
cle in which he accused the Paris government of betraying the
socialist cause, Thau was given a two-year prison sentence, obvi-
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ously with the approval of the Socialist Minister of Colonies, Mari
Moutet. The imprisonment of their leader did not soften the Trotsky:
ists, who went on to emphasize class struggle and the fight agai
Western capitalism. In view of their effective propaganda and thed
prestige of their dedicated leader Ta Thu Thau, whose adaman
opposition to colonialism was widely known, the Trotskyis
wielded considerable influence among the workers and nationalis
elements in Cochinchina. Shortly after his release, Thau and two o
his lieutenants, Tran Van Thach and Pham Van Hum, won an im
pressive victory in the April 30, 1939, elections for the Coloni
Council in Saigon, winning 8o per cent of the votes, and thus hand
somely defeating their Stalinist and moderate opponents. Followin:
this smarting defeat, the Stalinists split, with Duong Bach Mai re
maining the leader of the official Communist party and Nguye:
Van Tao forming his own faction.

Meanwhile, war broke out in Europe in the autumn of 1939. An
the Stalin-Hitler pact, another Soviet diplomatic somersault which '
dizzied all foreign Communists, drastically altered the situation in
both France and Indochina. In agreement with the pact, Moscow
issued new directives ordering the international Communist move- ;
ment to oppose the West’s anti-Hitler policy. Subsequently, on Sep-
tember 26, 1939, the Paris government outlawed the French Com
munist party, which had opposed the war against Germany. Similar
action was simultaneously taken by the colonial administration
against the Indochinese Communists. Some 80o Stalinists and Trot
skyists were arrested and the rest driven underground. Among the
victims were Ta Thu Thau, Duong Bach Mai, Nguyen Van Tao, §
and Le Hong Phong, who, together with his wife, was executed in §
1942. While the repression virtually eliminated the Trotskyists, it ]
did not seriously affect the Stalinists, whose tightly knit clandestine
organization remained intact. As a precautionary measure, however, }
the ICP transferred its Central Committee back to Chira. Many top §
cadres, including Pham Van Dong, Vo Nguyen Giap, and Truong §
Chinh, also hurriedly left the country and arrived in Kuangsi by the §
end of the year. In a plenary session held from November 6 to 8, }
1939, the ICP, adopting an “antiwar” position consonant with the §
Comintern line, replaced the old Indochinese Democratic Front |
with the United Front of Anti-Imperialist Indochinese Peoples. With
the support of the Soviet Union, “the fortress of world revolution,”
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the new organization would “overthrow French imperialism and the
indigenous feudalists.”26 Demonstrations were consequently or‘ga}-
nized to oppose the sending of Indochinese troops abroad, requisi-
tions, tax increase, etc., all aiming at sapping the war effort.

Following France’s humiliating defeat by Germany in June, 1940,
the ICP intensified its subversive activities against the colonial
regime, riding the nationalist wave that had swept the country. Ho
was in Kunning when the Decoux regime?®? entered into alliance
with the Japanese authorities in Indochina. It was this develgpment
that prompted the veteran Communist to issue a declaration de-
nouncing the collusion of French colonialism with Japanese expan-
sionism, and calling on Vietnamese to take arms against th.e new
alliance. Copies of the declaration were smuggled into Vxetrfam
where they found a very receptive and very agitated population.
Impotent and helpless, the Decoux administration docilely gov-
erned Indochina on behalf of the Japanese, who, undisturbed by
administrative problems, freely made use of the country’s resources,
military installations, and means of communication.

The Franco-German armistice of June, 1940, raised false hopes
among Vietnamese nationalists and led the ICP cadres to think that
their time had come. With a view to establishing a republican gov-
ernment which would rally to the cause of the Chinese Resistance,
the Soviet Union, and World Revolution, Ho made preparations for
an armed uprising. On September 24, as Japanese troops lande§ in
the port city of Haiphong, a successful armed insurrection against
the French occurred in Bac Son, where guerilla tactics were used.
According to Truong Chinh, the Bac Son rebellion gave bu'th to the
first guerilla unit led by the ICP.2® This success, in a.ddltlon to the
pressure from the pro-Japanese government of Thailand and the
Communists’ inflated estimate of their own strength, caused the
Committee of Cochinchina to undertake an armed uprising of its
own on November 22, 1g40. Originating in the Plaine des Joncs, the
Communist-led movement rapidly spread to the Western provinces.
A number of districts, such as My Tho and Bac Lieu, were virtually
removed from French control. For the first time, the gold-starred
red flag, which was to become the official flag of the DRV, ap-
peared in Cao Lanh. The colonial administration struck back,
swiftly, decisively, and ferociously. Troops and aircraft were u.sed
against the ill-equipped insurgents. Bombs and other explosives
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erased entire towns. In two weeks, the rebellion was crushed. Si
thousand persons were arrested. All the prisons in Cochinchi
were filled. Once again, the Communists were put on the run. Wi
a view to absolving himself from the responsibility for misreading
the situation, which had resulted in such a catastrophic failure, Ho
through the ICP Central Committee headquartered in southern
China, put the blame on the Cochinchinese Committee. It was e
plained that the prudent Ho had opposed armed insurrection at
that time. His order, however, allegedly came too late.?®

8 *« The Architect of a

Communist Revolution

W_-

DuriNG His LAsT sojourn in China and prior to his return to Vietnam,
the shrewd Comintern agent, fully aware of the feeling of the Viet-
namese nationalists and, particularly, of the bourgeois whose sym-
pathy he needed to cultivate, strictly adhered to the line he had
prescribed for the Thanh Nien in Canton in 1925, ie., t0 spread
Marxist ideology under the cover of nationalism. Whether he lived
among his wildest admirers or whether he worked in the midst of
his alert persecutors, Ho always took great care to conceal his iden-
tity. Thus, in 1936, after reaching China, Ho journeyed to the bor-
der province of Yunnan where, as comrade Tran, he was lodged by
the barber Hoang Quang Binh who had a shop in the little town of
Tsungshan. Always dressed in a faded khaki outfit, this revolution-
ary comrade, looking as gentle as a peasant of ancient times, did not
attract much attention from Binh, who had idolized the rebellious
Nguyen Ai Quoc. But how could the barber suspect anything about
this kindly old man who, besides conducting courses in politics and
revolution, advised him to wash his smock frock more often and
keep it clean in order to attract more customers, to do everything to
perfection, to keep his little house neat, to be considerate toward his
wife, and, particularly, to stop beating her?

In the beginning, no one paid much attention to the good old
comrade who, after every meal, carefully checked the waist belt of
the barber’s gluttonous little boy to make sure that it had not be-
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come too tight for him, and loosened it if necessary. Gradually, |
however, his commonsense advice and attentive gestures inspired }
trust, and comrade Tran became “Uncle” Tran. Ho thus made good §
use of his innate virtues and acting talent to generate trust and |
mislead many people he came into contact with. How could any §
one imagine that the simple and gentle exterior of Uncle Tran §
concealed one of the most ruthless minds in the service of interna- 3
tional Communism? Years later, when hearing Ho’s voice on radio,
a voice distinguished by the heavy Nghe Anese accent which had
not changed in spite of the revolutionary’s prolonged exile abroad, |
the barber of Tsungshan suddenly realized who the old comrade he
had lodged was. Hoang Quang Binh, however, was not the only one 3

who was surprised by such a discovery.

Return to Vietnam

After the mass arrests of Vietnamese Communists by the brutally
zealous French Streté, Pham Van Dong and Vo Nguyen Giap fled 3
to China where, in May, 1940, they joined Ho. It was Giap’s first
encounter with the man whose writings he had avidly read, and §
whose exploits he had greatly admired. During their stay in China, '§
both Dong and Giap were introduced to Mao Tse-tung’s Eighth §
Route Army. The future victor of Dienbienphu also spent some 4
time in Yenan, then the capital of Communist China, where he §

studied guerilla tactics.

Meanwhile, France collapsed before the might of Hitler’s troops. §
And in Indochina, Admiral Decoux signed a treaty of alliance with §
Japan. From Kunming, Ho issued a tract denouncing the Franco- {
Japanese collusion and calling on Vietnamese to rise up to liberate §
their fatherland. It was Ho’s first appeal to his people. With a view §
to coordinating the ICP activities and discussing his impending re- |
turn to Vietnam, Ho called a meeting of his party’s members then §
working in China. During one of the debates, the Communist §
leader brought up the question of armed uprising. Foremost in §

everyone’s mind was the problem of military supplies. To his wor-

ried comrades Ho simply said: “Capture enemy arms to kill the "
enemy.” This advice was to be faithfully followed by the Viet Minh
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troops, who defeated the French Expeditionary Corps with the lat-

ter’'s own arms.

Eluding both the Kuomintang and the Japanese police, which
maintained a vigilant surveillance in the southern provinces of
China, the Vietnamese partisans gradually moved closer to the In-
dochinese frontier. By the end of November, 1940, the first group
arrived in Tsing Tsi, a small Chinese village in the border area of
Kwangsi province, located some 60 miles north of Cao Bang. As th.e
year drew to a close, the last group were finally united with their
comrades. Among the newcomers who travelled on a crowded boat,
there was a Chinese journalist who apparently spoke only French in
addition to his native language. Every time he wanted to communi-
cate with his Vietnamese companions, he had to rely on a certain
Lam Boi Khiet, who served as interpreter. Only three persons on
the boat knew the identity of the mysterious Chinese reporter who,
perhaps because of the language barrier, did not seem to be inter-
ested in the conversation going on among the Vietnamese. Only
when a young man inadvertently dropped a lit cigarette end on his
clothes did the journalist betray himself. Suddenly forgetting who
he was supposed to be, the goateed “Chinese,” in flawless Vietnam-
ese, warned his young companion to be more careful. Until then,
the crowd on the boat had not been aware that their “Chinese”
fellow traveller also spoke Vietnamese. But why should he not have
known their language? He was none other than Nguyen Ai Quoc,
the future Ho Chi Minh. And Lam Boi Khiet was none other than
Pham Van Dong, the DRV Prime Minister-to-be.

The group, which included Ho, Dong, and Giap, arrived in Cao
Bang in February, 1941. It was Ho’s first visit to Vietnam in nearly
three decades. Things had not changed much since he left. The
country was still ruled over by foreigners. It still remained unsafe
for revolutionaries. Ho finally found a secure hideout in the grottoes
of Pac Bo, a remote jungle village in the border province of Cao
Bang, from which he could vanish into China in case of pursuit l.)y
the Japanese police or the French Streté. It was here that.the trio,
Ho, Dong, and Giap, established their headquarters, while other
cadres went to their assigned areas throughout the country to or-
ganize the resistance movement.

The first task Ho set up for his men was to organize a political
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army of propagandists and agitators, which would be enlarged as
rapidly as possible. The veteran Communist firmly believed th
when the masses were sufficiently aroused and became conscious o
their power, they would voluntarily respond to a call to arms
against the French colonialists and the Japanese expansionists. Ho
thus put into practice one of the basic lessons he had learned in the:
Soviet Union and China: A revolutionary army could not operats;
successfully without mass participation and support; it needed th
people for recruits, supplies, information, and protection. It was’
Mao Tse-tung who had taught Ho that “the people are the sea and.
the guerilla is the fish.” The Vietnamese Communist remembered
his lessons very well, indeed.

Founder of the Viet Minh League

After a thorough analysis of both the national and the interna-
tional situations, Ho proceeded to call a meeting of Vietnamese
Communist cadres. Thus, the Eighth Plenum of the ICP Central*
Committee, the most important meeting that outlined the course of
the resistance war, was held in the Pac Bo grottoes? from May 10 to
19, 1941. Ho, “who then represented the Communist International,
was in the chair.” Present at the meeting were members of the ICP.
Central Committee, and delegates from various mass organizations®
and several nationalist groupings. The decisions adopted on the
closing day of this historic session, May 19, which by coincidence
or by design happened to be Ho’s birthday, “were strictly imple- §
mented by the entire Party membership and led to the victory of = §
the August 1945 Revolution.” i

While convinced of the “inevitable” victory of the Soviet Union 4
and her allies over the fascist aggressors, of the developing contra- {
dictions between the Japanese and the French in Indochina, and of
the growing political consciousness of the local people then living §
under the double oppression of the foreigners, the party was never-
theless apprehensive that influential elements of the nationalist |
bourgeoisie would rally to the Japanese, who had encouraged the
Vietnamese to oppose the French, and take the masses along with ;
them. In order to forestall such an eventuality, to take advantage of
the opportune situation, “one that would happen only once in a
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thousand years,”® and to eventually seize power, the ICP had to act
in a hurry. Consequently, the class struggle theme was temporarily
shelved in favor of that of national liberation. The mass organiza-
tions, which had been founded by the Communists, immediately
assumed the new patriotic name of National Salvation Associations.
This superficial metamorphosis of the ICP-controlled organizations
achieved the desired effect of misleading the masses, whose desire
for independence had been feverishly aroused. With a view to
bringing all resistance elements under his control, winning power,
then eliminating the nationalist competitors and creating a Com-
munist state, Ho decided to form a united front whose announced
program would be to coordinate all nationalist activities, drive out
the French and Japanese fascists, regain national independence,
and build a Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Thus was founded
the Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh Hoi, or Vietnam Independence
League, popularly known thereafter as the Viet Minh.” While the
League included many nationalist elements, the bulk of its member-
ship consisted of ICP veterans. Among its leaders figured such sea-
soned Stalinist militants as Pham Van Dong, Vo Nguyen Giap,
Truong Chinh, Ho Tung Mau, and Ha Ba Cang, in addition to Ho
himself. The founding of the Viet Minh was the culmination of Ho’s
personal efforts. He had patiently approached the leaders of various
non-Marxist groupings and convinced them of the need for a broad
union against the French and the Japanese.

At the close of the Eighth Plenum of the ICP Central Committee,
Ho drafted a proclamation to the Vietnamese people, which was
practically an appeal to arms. In order not to reveal Hos where-
abouts and the location of the Viet Minh headquarters, the address
was broadcast from the Chinese town of Liaochu eighteen days
later, on June 6, 1941. In this highly emotional Letter from Abroad,
Ho summoned his compatriots to action, appealing to all Vietnam-
ese, elders, prominent personalities, intellectuals, peasants, work-
ers, traders, and soldiers throughout the country to “rise up quickly
to organize the Association for National Salvation to fight the
French and the Japanese.” Abundant reference was made to the
glorious past of Vietnam, to the stubborn resistance spirit of “the
sons and daughters of Lac Hong™® which had permeated through
the centuries, to such national heroes as Tran Hung Dao, who, in the
thirteenth century, had led a popular army that defeated the Mon-
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golian invaders, to such recent revolutionary leaders as Phan Dinh
Phung, Hoang Hoa Tham, and Luong Ngoc Quyen, to the admirable
feats of other patriots in Thai Nguyen, Yen Bay, and Nghe-Tinh. |

The uprisings in the South and at Do Luong, said Ho, had “testified

to the determination of our compatriots to shed their blood as their §
glorious predecessors did, heroically to annihilate the enemy.” §
These independence movements failed, explained Ho, not because §

the French invaders were strong, but because the situation was not
ripe and the Vietnamese were not united. The opportunity for na-
tional liberation, however, had come. France had been defeated by
Germany. The Japanese, bogged down in China and hamstrung by
the British and American forces, were not able to use all their troops
to contend with a united and single-minded people. Therefore, Ho
continued:

Rich people, soldiers, workers, peasants, intellectuals, employees,
traders, youth, and women who warmly love your country! At the
present time national liberation is the most important problem. Let us
unite together! As one in mind and strength we shall overthrow the
Japanese and French and their jackals in order to save people from the
situation between boiling water and burning heat.

Dear compatriots!

National salvation is the common cause to the whole of our people.
Every Vietnamese must take part in it. He who has money will con-
tribute his money, he who has strength will contribute his strength, he
who has talent will contribute his talent. I pledge to use all my modest
abilities to follow you, and am ready for the last sacrifice.

Revolutionary fighters!

The hour has struck! Raise aloft the insurrectionary banner and guide
the people throughout the country to overthrow the Japanese and
French! The sacred call of the Fatherland is resounding in your ears; the
blood of our heroic predecessors who sacrificed their lives is stirring in
your hearts! The fighting spirit of the people is displayed everywhere
before you! Let us rise up quickly! Unite with each other, unify your
action to overthrow the Japanese and the French.

Victory to Vietnam’s Revolution!

Victory to the World’s Revolution!?

Thi§ emotional and eloquent appeal, which reminded Vietnamese
of their present misery and glorious past, inevitably found a lasting
echo in their hearts.

The Architect of a Communist Revolution 55

Unlike other nationalist movements, whose only professed objec-
tive was national independence, the Viet Minh offered a particu-
larly concrete program incorporating the following points:

. Establishment of a democratic republic with universal suffrage
Extension of full citizenship rights to the ethnic minorities

. Recognition of all basic liberties

. Equality of man and woman

Abolition of all old taxes

Compulsory and free education

. A social security system

. Agrarian reforms

. Respect of individual property.
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In view of the soundness of this program, which reflected the
basic wishes of all Vietnamese, many a nationalist found it difficult
to oppose. Convinced, however, that the League was merely a
Communist attempt to grasp power, scores of non-Marxist leaders
refused to join the united front and fought it from the beginning. As
historian Buttinger aptly points out, Ho, realizing that he could not
deceive the leadership of other nationalist parties, did not attempt
to attract them but their followers to the Viet Minh, and thus tried
to maneuver them politically into cooperating with the ICP.10

Immediately after its founding, the League organized guerilla
units and made preparations for a general armed insurrection. The
first guerilla bands, however, as we have seen, were soon trans-
formed into a political army of propagandists and agitators. While
his associates carried on their activites in various parts of the coun-
try, Ho remained in Pac Bo, dividing his time between training
cadres and pounding at his rusty typewriter. He translated into
Vietnamese such Russian and Chinese works as the History of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union and Sun Tzu's Art of War,
wrote Guerilla Warfare, Experiences of Chinese Guerillas, Experi-
ences of French Guerillas, and edited a journal, Viet Nam Doc Lap,
or Independent Vietnam.

The founding of the united front should not be considered as one
of Ho's ingenious ideas. The Comintern had issued a new directive
ordering all foreign Communist parties to attempt to take over the
leadership of their respective national movement against fascism
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and to include in it as many nationalist and social organizations as
possible. It was a revival of the Indochinese Democratic Front, an
alliance of all parties under Communist control. The conditions in
Vietnam following the fall of metropolitan France and the signing
of the Franco-Japanese treaty regarding Indochina were particu-
larly suited to this strategy. While a few non-Communist names
figured on the list of Viet Minh leaders, Ho himself was the Sec-

retary General and thus maintained firm control of the organiza-

tion.

Ho’s triumph derived partly from the extremely favorable cir-
cumstances under which he operated, partly from his personal
qualities: patience, dedication, and ruthlessness. Like Ho, most
nationalist leaders realized that independence could be won only by
a united front embracing all anti-French elements. Unlike Ho,
however, the nationalist leaders lacked his ruthlessness, his fanatic
devotion to a cause, his revolutionary experience acquired abroad,
and a well organized apparatus such as the ICP. In the ensuing
struggle for power and influence, Ho naturally emerged as the win-
ner.

The Viet Minh divided the country into three sections or Bo: Bac
Bo (Tonkin), Trung Bo (Annam), and Nam Bo (Cochinchina),
each controlled by a committee. At the top of the Viet Minh struc-
ture was a Central Committee, of which Ho was consistently
elected Secretary General from May, 1941, to August, 1945. Very

rapidly, in spite of a tight network erected by the French Streté, ‘:’

the Central Committee established contact with the secret cells
throughout the country. A series of uprisings followed. On Novem-
ber 11, 1941, members of the Indochinese Guard revolted against
their French commanders and seized the Do Luong (North
Annam) garrison. Their leader, Sergeant Cung, however, was killed
a few days later during his march on the provincial capital of Vinh.
Other revolts broke out in Tourane (Central Annam) and in Sai-
gon, all allegedly fomented by Ho’s organization. Meanwhile, the
Viet Minh concentrated most of their activities in the northern re-
gions of Tonkin close to the Chinese border. Protected by thick and
nearly impenetrable woods, and endowed with numerous grottoes,
the province of Cao Bang offered the Viet Minh an ideal haven
from which they could practically vanish into China. Its population
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consisted primarily of Tho, mountaineers whose rugged independ-
ence and rebellious spirit were widely known. Among these trib?.l
people, the Viet Minh program, which advocated full citi.zenshlp
rights for the ethnic minorities, found a very receptive ear. Since the
fall of France in June, 1940, these highlanders, aroused by Vietna-
mese agitators, had been challenging the French authorities with
impunity. Of the armed bands that exercised effective control over
the area, the most important group was led by a very capable thirty-
two-year-old Tho, Chu Van Tan, the man destined to become the
Defense Minister in the first Ho Chi Minh cabinet. With his as-
sistance, Vo Nguyen Giap, a former school teacher, trained the first
units of his Liberation Army. For four years, the man who was to
humiliate the French Expeditionary Corps at Dienbienphu infatig-
ably worked among the Tho and other tribesmen whose cqnﬁd_ence
he rapidly won, trained guerilla units, and set up an effective intel-
ligence network.

Relations with the Allies

While Ho took in hand the direct leadership of his party and of
the Communist-controlled independence movement, his cadres in
China engaged in a feverish propaganda among the Vietnamese
émigrés in Kwangsi and Yunnan, attempting to rally them to th.e
Viet Minh cause. Increasingly, however, the Marxist tone of their
propaganda, which appealed to both Vietnamese and Chinese, wor-
ried the Kuomintang authorities who decided to clamp down on
them.

Meanwhile, in the face of powerful Japanese forces and of still
redoubtable French troops, the practical Ho became fully aware
that his liberation movement needed considerable outside military
aid. Since the Viet Minh had professed to fight both the Fren(fh a}’ld
the Japanese, since they alone could provide the Chinese .thh in-
valuable information on the Japanese troops’ maneuvers in Indf)—
china, and since Chungking was anxious to play a vital role in
Vietnam after the war, Ho naturally expected that his request for
military assistance from the Kuomintang would not be acted. upon
unfavorably. In view of the delicate nature of such a negotiation,
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which required a man with considerable experience, a man wh
knew China and her leaders reasonably well, Ho decided to under
take the responsibility himself. Besides enlisting the Kuomintan
support, the Viet Minh leader also hoped to convince the Vietna
mese nationalists still living in China of the need for a broad union. §
Thus, on a rainy day in August, 1942, Ho set out on another journey '}
to China. As cautious as ever, the seasoned revolutionary did not
want to take any chance with either the Japanese police or the
French Streté. Disguised as a poor blind highlander of Nung na- -
tionality, Ho, groping his way with a stick, was guided toward the
border by another Nung. Upon reaching the frontier, Ho was 4
picked up by a Chinese comrade. Again he underwent another %
metamorphosis. The poor blind Nung was transformed into a Chi- $
nese journalist equipped with forged credentials. This time, how- §
ever, in spite of his clever disguise, Ho did not get very far. While
Ho’s identification papers were judged to be in order, his Chinese
comrade’s were not. Consequently, both were detained by the local §
police. Shortly afterwards, Ho decided to reveal his true identity '}
and admitted that he was the Viet Minh leader who had come to
China with the express purpose of offering the Kuomintang his
organization’s intelligence service in exchange for Chinese military
aid.

Contrary to Ho’s expectation, the Kuomintang, which had broken
with the Communists and looked with disfavor upon the Viet Minh
activities in both China and Vietnam, coldly rejected his proposal.
Worse still, on August 28, 1942, General Chiang Fa-ku’ei, the mili-
tary governor of Kwangsi, ordered the ICP leader to be imprisoned
on the charge that he was a French spy! Very rapidly, the Viet
Minh cadres in Tonkin learned of their mentor’s misfortune. No
sooner had they heard of Ho’s arrest and imprisonment than an-
other paralyzing news reached them: Ho had died in a Kuomintang
jail! For several months, Ho's presumed death had been accepted
as a reality until one day his comrades received a newspaper mailed
from China which contained, in its margin, a short but optimistic
poem in the old revolutionary’s own handwriting. A vigorous cam-
paign launched by the ICP for the release of the “old anti-fascist
militant” resulted in a more lenient treatment for him. Removed
from the revoltingly primitive Chinese jail, Ho was temporarily kept
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under house arrest then moved to various prisons in Liuchow and
Kweilin, “It was at Kweilin that my teeth began to fall out,” said
Ho jokingly later to an American reporter. “I looked at myself
once and tried never to look again. I was skin on bones, and cov-
ered with rotten sores. I guess I was pretty sick.” During this
year-long confinement, the revolutionary turned poet-philoso-
pher, in elegant classical Chinese, put his ideas into short poems or,
as he said, “using my tears for ink, I turn my thoughts into verses.”

Looking at the leg irons which securely locked the prisoners to
the floor at night, both the poet and the philosopher in Ho spoke
out with feeling:

With hungry mouth open like a wicked monster,
Each night the irons devour the legs of people:
The jaws grip the right leg of every prisoner:
Only the left is free to bend and stretch.

And, alluding to himself who, as a professional agitator con-
stantly pursued by the police, had not felt safe at any place except
in jail:

Yet there is one thing stranger in this world:
People rush in to place their legs in irons.

Once they are shackled, they can sleep in peace.
Otherwise, they would have no place to lay their heads.12

As he meditated on his own fate, the old revolutionary, convinced
of the correctness of his cause and confident of his abilities, could
not help feeling optimistic about the future. Just as Marx main-
tained that the exploited masses in a capitalist society were not
without hope for they were destined to replace the owning class in
a new historical synthesis, Ho strongly believed that misfortune
tested men and that the prisoners of today would be the rulers of
tomorrow:

People who come out of prison can build up the country.
Misfortune is a test of people’s fidelity.

Those who protest at injustice are people of true merit.

When the prison doors are opened, the real dragon will fly out.’®

Never a dreamer, he nevertheless indulged occasionally in senti-
mental nostalgia:
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My heart travels a thousand li toward my native land.

My dream intertwines with sadness like a skein of a thousand threads .
Using my tears for ink, I turn my thoughts into verses.14

or

The clouds embrace the peaks, the peaks embrace the clouds,

The river below shines like a mirror, spotless and clean.

On the crest of the Western Mountains, my heart stirs as I wonder
Looking toward the Southern sky and dreaming of old friends.1

He was primarily a revolutionary teacher. While indicting the
ways of the world:

Having climbed over steep mountains and high peaks,

How could I expect on the plains to meet greater danger?

In the mountains, I met the tiger and came out unscathed.

On the plains, I encountered men, and was thrown into prison.18

the pragmatic militant nevertheless expressed sobering thoughts:

Coldness to one, and warmth toward the other:
That is the way of the world, as from time immemorial
The waters flow down to the sea.1?

In his poems as in his other writings, Ho revealed himself to be a
practical revolutionary, not a poet, although he sometimes versified
with feeling. During his confinement, it was apparently safer for
him to put down his thoughts in short, inoffensive poems than to
write long political tracts. k-

In spite of his long stay in Chinese jails, Ho did not seem to have
any bitter memories of the unhappy experience. With casual humor
he compared the treatment given him as a prisoner with the honor
accorded him as head of state. “How funny life is,” said he. “When
I was in prison in China, I was let out for fifteen minutes in the
morning and fifteen minutes in the evening for exercise. And while I
took my exercise in the yard, there were always two armed guards
standing right over me with their guns. Now I'm president of the
Viet Nam Republic, and whenever I leave this place there are two
armed guards right over me, with their guns.™8

While Ho was languishing in jail, China took measures to pro-
mote her own interest. Mindful of her traditional suzerainty over
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the neighboring states in general and over Vietnam in particula.r,
China firmly believed that she had a very important role to pla.y in
Indochina. With Japan’s defeat in sight and convinced 'of An.lc?ncan
support, Chungking had entertained no doubt about its ability to
eliminate the French and set up an independent Vietnamese state,
which would drift into China’s sphere of influence. Certain devel-
opments, however, suddenly clouded the picture. On the one hand,
the Communist-controlled Viet Minh became bolder and bolder
and their propaganda more and more aggressive and successful. Qn
the other, the Japanese authorities began to establish contact with
Vietnamese nationalists and arouse the latter’s traditional distrust of
China. With a view to keeping a trump card in Indochinese affairs
and setting up a counterweight to both the Communist—cqnuolled
and the pro-Japanese independence movements, General Chiang Fa-
kw'ei, at the instigation of Nguyen Hai Than, an old VNQDD
leader and protégé of the Kuomintang, proceeded to organize the
Vietnamese nationalists in China. There were in Yunnan and
Kwangsi, besides the Viet Minh elements, a considerable number of
adherents of the pro-Kuomintang VNQDD, the pro-Japanese Phu.c
Quoc Hoi (National Restoration Party), and other nationalist associ-
ations. Chiang set up the Dai Kien Special Training Camp near
Liuchow to train Vietnamese in military and political tactics and
intelligence techniques. . ’

In an attempt to unite the quarrelsome non-Commums't leaders,
the Kwangsi governor called a meeting to which a.ll‘ Vietnamese
organizations in southern China were invited. The mehow. Con-
ference, held October 4 to 16, 1942, resulted in the formahor} of
the Viet Nam Cach Menh Dong Minh Hoi, or Vietnam Revolutl.on-
ary League. Although the ICP was barred from the new organiza-
tion, the Viet Minh, which claimed to be an all-embracing front }?y
itself, was permitted to join the ten-member league (membership
was extended to groups, not to individuals). At the head of the
Dong Minh Hoi, the Kuomintang understandably pl.aced Nguyen
Hai Than, the old pro-Chinese nationalist leader. With a monthly
allowance of 100,000 Chinese dollars, the Revolutionary League
was expected to organize an espionage apparatus in Indochi.na and
stir up disorder in Tonkin. If Chungking attempted to bring 'the
Vietnamese Communists under its surveillance and at the same time
make use of the Viet Minh intelligence network, it was bound to
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tion’s spokesman.

Meanwhile, in spite of all talks of cooperation, the nationalist
groups within the League remained split by personal rivalries and,
in view of their lack of contact and support inside Vietnam, failed
miserably in their attempt to set Up an espionage machinery,
Within a few months, it became obvious that Nguyen Hai Than,
was incapable of inspiring or uniting the disparate members of tha
Dong Minh Hoi and that Chungking had not obtained what
needed most, i.e., reports on the Japanese troop movements in I
dochina, Sensing the Chinese dilemma, Ho, who was still in priso;
struck a bargain with Chiang Fa-ku'ei. He offered to place
intelligence organization at the general’s disposal in return for I
release. It is interesting to note that Chiang and Ho were no stran
gers to each other; the two men had met back in 1925, when Ho, a
Ly Thuy, was the secretary and interpreter of the Borodine missio;
and Chiang a military leader in Canton. The warlord of Kwang
however, suspected of entertaining some sympathy for the pro-Jap
anese government in Nankin and faced with imperative demands,
for information from Chungking, decided to accept Ho’s offer. On
problem, however, arose. The reputation of Nguyen Ai Quoc, th

shrewd agent of international Communism, would certainly mak
him a persona non grata to Chungking, which kept a copious dos-
sier on him. To overcome this difficulty, the Vietnamese Communist
once again changed his name. It is not clear whether this was done
on his own initiative or at Chiang Fa-kw'ei’s suggestion. In any case,
Nguyen Ai Quoc became Ho Chi Minh, or Ho Who Enlightens. _
Thus, under this resounding name, the calculating man from Nghe
An entered history. b

Thereupon, the military governor of Kwangsi informed Chiang 4
Kai-shek that he had found a Vietnamese revolutionary with a great
capacity, Ho Chi Minh, who had offered to organize an intelligence
network and stir up unrest in Indochina on behalf of the Allies. Ho
Chi Minh? No one knew him in Chungking. The Chinese govern-
ment, consequently, welcomed the offer.® On September 16, 1943,
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ined his freedom. Upon his release, he was app?inted chief
(I)—iot(l)l};tag:gg Minh Hoi, agd thus became the. recipient of tl:e
100,000 Chinese dollar monthly allowam?e which had g(;me (]
Nguyen Hai Than. The Viet Minh derived 1.mmea.tsurable arlldn unt]e;(-
pected benefits from this apparent cooperation w1_th Chungking. By
a stroke of fate, the helpless prisoner Nguyen Ai Quoc wasltrt?ns-
formed into the influential Ho Chi Minh,.lea(.ier of the R}?’o u on:
ary League. With the monthly subsidy I?ald hun'by the.C. meée au
thorities and the facilities of the Dai Kien Spef:lal Training a;nf,
Ho freely engaged in propaganda and.recrultu.ng activities arinthg
the nationalist groups. In return for th1§ Kuomm.tan-g support,
Viet Minh, with its well-oiled clandestine O{gamzatlon, soon pro-
vided Chungking with abundant informa.tlon on the ]aparflfse
troops in Indochina. Although the Viet M1¥1h reports we:}ei oC Ielaln
inaccurate, their sheer number made a good impression on the Chi-
20
neiz;aanwhile, Chinese financial and techn.ical assistance ?]S(I) gn-
abled the Viet Minh to intensify its antifascxsF propaganda in fntho-
china and led it to put forth the claim that it was the arm of the
i rs inside the country. - '
Alllfi}?: :‘:ring of 1943, undet:yHo’s directive., the Vle? Minh Br.cig;
ganda exploited the popular resentment against the ncfh requisi fon
undertaken by the French administration on beh‘alf of the l])apan se
troops. At the same time, self-defense and gu('-:nlla units eggn
roam at will in the border provinces. From their base in Cao fa?hgé
they spread into Bac Kan and Thai Nguyen, won the ;121)‘[l>1porte<()1 the
population under their control, and thus openly c e.rlllg ho
French administration. Although poorly armed', the-s? guerillas we °
ably led by Vietnamese who had received th<?1r military traglnmg 2t
the Dai Kien School and by Man and Tho chiefs of whom the fmtc;]
capable was Chu Van Tan, the first Minister of Defense of the
DRV. The success of these so-called self-(‘lefense groups was a:
eloquent testimony to the organizational skill and military acur::rs
of Vo Nguyen Giap, the man whom Ho had chosen‘utwo nfts s
earlier to organize the Viet Minh propaganda and guerilla u

inces.
th'eI‘S}E:ePl;(I)iVel;1 (liiinh activities on behalf of China soon alarmed both

the Decoux regime and the French Military Mission, which repre-
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sented the French government-in-exile then known as the Algiers
Committee, in Chungking, This Kuomintang-Viet Minh collusion
augured no good for the continued presence of France in Indo- . |
china, a presence which both the Gaullists and the Decoux men '}
agreed ought to be preserved at all cost. To these Frenchmen the
war against Japan was but a troublesome step toward the restora~
tion of France’s rule over her Southeast Asian colonies. With such a {{§
- frame of mind, they could not conceive or even tolerate the thought
of collaborating with the Viet Minh or any other nationalist ele-!
ments to whom they contemptuously referred as “Annamese re
els.”?! Consequently, the Viet Minh propaganda, exhorting th
democratic elements of the French population in Indochina, the;;
antifascists, the Gaullists who disapproved of the puppet Decoux
government to rally behind the anti-Japanese front, fell on deaf:

>

ears. Similarly, Ho's repeated appeals to the Algiers Liberatio

giers Committee. General De Gaulle, in fact, made it abundantly
clear in his December s, 1943, statement that Indochina would:
remain French. While promising political and economic reforms,
the head of the Algiers Committee affirmed that the Indochinese
states would be simply given an autonomous status within the

namese Stalinists, who spoke, as adherents of the ICP, not as mem-
bers of the Independence League:

So the French who struggle against German domination are now hoping
to maintain their own domination over other peoples! We, Indochinese
Communists, protest most vigorously against the inconsistency of the
Algiers Committee. By working for the formation of a broad anti-fascist
front in Indochina, we want to deliver ourselves as well as anti-fascist
foreigners from the oppression of the Nipponese militarist fascists. But to
think that we are thereby sacrificing our national independence in favor
of domination by Gaullists or any one else is pure sophistry.

The Algiers Liberation Committee is mistaken in believing that the
Indochinese people will be satisfied with flatteries, assurances, and prom-

ises. We, ourselves, prepare for the future of our country. We want
complete liberty.
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ists i i t of this situation wit
The Gaullists in Indochina . . . hope to get out
the intervention of the Allied forces. But the Allied powers .who called
themselves liberators at Teheran do not have the r.1gl‘1‘t to urgpo(s; an(};
kind of yoke on other people, even when this yoke is “humanized” an
sweetened by the partisans of De Gaulle!??

ain, the two-faced Ho put his calculating mind to wqu.
ng;l: et}?eg ICP accused the Gaulll)ists of bad faith, the Viet Mmh
cautiously refrained from making any unfavorable comments ?hr;a-
gard to Free France, but continued, instead, to t'amphasme. pl.x cly
the need for unity among the antifascist elements in Indochina:

Republican France has arisen and calls on its children t;) Istgem}l](.)uz
combat for liberty and peace. The revolu.txonary 'peo.ples '(;*h nc?lcin:;e
are preparing for the overthrow of fascist .dO{mnatlon.t iase inese
Army is ready to cross the frontier of Tfmkm in order to :1: o Jxon
Indochina the Nipponese invaders and thel.r lackeys f’f every tesc t};})er tc;
May all the forces of liberty and progress in Indochina gmte oge
parry in time an imminent political crisis!?

- . ies b
Under this dual policy, Ho sought to eliminate h}s. enemies by
playing off one agaIi)nst the other, ie., by compro.mlsmlgl w;fh thﬁ
Gaullists, who would undoubtedly struggle against the Frenc
fascists, and with the Chinese, who (\iavou(lid {lilght ioth the Japanese
nch as soon as they entered Indochina.
anlc\l/lte};fvﬁlé the colonial ad}rlninistration took vigorous measurgs to
meet the Viet Minh challenge. French troops began to pat.rol (-'i:zg
into the frontier provinces of Tonkin, gradually forced th;:1 Vleth M "
guerillas to withdraw, and eventually restored French au Olnl' );
over the area. At the same time, Decoux informed"tfoth the Gau Cl}s11
Mission in Kunming and the Kuomintang authorities that Hf) :
Minh was none other than Nguyen Ai Quoc, the astute Cox'nm ern
agent, and that the Viet Minh was using the Chinese hto 1Ct; 'OWZ
advantages. This information did not seem to upset t ]e(: \ 'mlfsd
leaders, many of whom, besides General Chiang Fa- ul lel, tar-
undoubtedly been familiar mig Ho’s llaic.:kground but still ente
i he illusion that they could control him.
talz:i:'e\e'iously discussed?,the Dong Minh Hoi had neve;; ogerzz;fﬂi
as a harmonious, pro-Chinese revolutiona.ry league, .and the lfh
Minh adherence to the organization had simply provided Ho wi
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an excellent opportunity both to keep himself informed of the Chj
nese ambitions and to carry out his activities in its name. Ho’
shrewd maneuver soon had an unsettling effect on the Kuomintan
leaders, who had become painfully aware of the incompetence o
their Vietnamese protégés, notably N guyen Hai Than and his
VNQDD. The imminence of Japan’s defeat prompted Chungking t

take measures to promote its interest in Indochina. With a view to
transforming the Dong Minh Hoi into an instrument that could be
used to install a pro-Chinese government in Hanoi, General Chiang
Fa-kv’ei, under Chiang Kai-shek’s order, convoked another nation:
alist Congress at Liuchow from March 25 to 28, 1944. After tumul
tuous debates, during which the Viet Minh independent activiti
had been severely condemned, all the delegates again stressed the
need for unity, and reaffirmed their adherence to the Revolution
League and their determination to work together for the liberation
of Vietnam. As a result of the Congress’ deliberation, the control of
the Dong Minh Hoi was again placed in the hands of the ineffective
VNQDD. A Provisional Republican Government was formed,
headed by Truong Boi Cong, a relatively unknown member of the
Vietnam Nationalist Party. Ho obtained a ministerial post in the
government-in-exile, which promptly announced its intention to lib-
erate Vietnam from French and Japanese fascism with Chinese as-
sistance.

The second Liuchow Congress, however, did not change the na- 4
ture of the Dong Minh Hoi. Nor did it bring Ho under Chiang Fa- 4
ku’ei’s control. A semblance of unity was restored which, ironically,
worked for the benefit of the Viet Minh. The formation of the |
Provisional Republican Government, like the establishment of the
Dong Minh Hoi, was just another Chinese illusion. Immediately
following the close of the Congress, the nationalist delegates hur- §
ried back to Yunnan, waiting for the day when they would return
under Chinese protection to Vietnam. Meanwhile, they wasted their
time and energy in internecine disputes.

Ho Chi Minh, on his part, steadily and successfully worked his
way into the controlling position in the Provisional Republican Gov-
ernment. Claiming to act in the name of the Revolutionary League
and of the government-in-exile, the Viet Minh intensified its propa-
ganda, firing the imagination of the masses who wanted nothing
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more than national freedom. As a result of Ho’s groning boldness
and independence, relations between the Viet. Minh and the
Kuomintang soon became strained, and Chinese aid c.eased to flow
to Ho’s organization. To compensate for the loss of Chinese support,
the Vietnamese Communist leader promptly looked to the Ameri-
cans, establishing contact with the U.S. Office of Strategic. Services
(0SS). In the winter of 1944~45, Ho, on several occasions, ap-
proached Colonel Paul E. Heliiwell, then head of the OSS intelli-
gence in China, seeking arms and ammunition in return for coop-
eration in the war, i.e., intelligence, sabotage against the Japanese,
and rescue of Allied pilots shot down in Indochina. According to
Helliwell, Ho was given six .38 caliber revolvers and twenty thou-
sand rounds of ammunition as a token of appreciation for the Viet
Minh rescue of three American pilots.2> Not satisfied with this in-
significant aid, the persistent Vietnamese Communist subsequently
made contact with Richard Heppner, the OSS intelligence officer
who had replaced Helliwell late in the war. Ho’s efforts were re-
warded with additional assistance from the OSS and other Allied
agencies in China. As an American intelligence chief in the Far East
revealed, Ho even “offered to be our man, and we never grabbed
his hand because we couldn’t bankroll him.”2® Thus, in the pursuit
of his objectives, this callous Communist who would not stop at any-
thing, had successively collaborated or offered to collaborate with
the French Siireté, the British police, the Chinese Kuomintang, then
the American intelligence service. .

In November, 1944, after Ho had slipped back into Tox.lkm, fhe
British helpfully dropped supplies to Free French and Ylet Minh
guerillas in the border provinces. While the amount of aid Ho re-
ceived from the Allied forces in China was of limited value from tITe
military point of view, it paid off handsomely in a propagar'n?istlc
sense. It gave credence to the Viet Minh claim that the Prov1s.10nal
Republican Government, of which Ho was the self-ap301nted
spokesman, enjoyed the support of the Allied powers. It was m(?eed
a very significant gain for the Communist-led movement, especially
when many Vietnamese began to feel that the course of the war had
turned against the Axis states, and that an Allied-backed govern-
ment would certainly be the one which would assume power in an
independent Vietnam.
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Ho, the Liberator

A keen student of politics, Ho closely followed the developments
in Europe and in Asia. On August 6, 1944, he made a prophetic:§
analysis of the situation in his homeland: ;

cans and the Chinese will enter Indochina while the Gaullists rise against
the Japs. The latter will perhaps topple the French fascists prior to this §

and set up a military government.
All puppet governments, incapable and weak, will fall. Indochina will 7
plunge into anarchy. We shall not need to seize power, for there will be
no power. We shall set up a government which will extend its rule E
wherever our enemies, the French and the Japanese, are absent, or
incapable of maintaining their prestige due to their military weakness. . . .

Our next uprising will thus be carried out under very favorable condi-
tions, unique in the history of our country. In view of the propitious
occasion and favorable factors, it would be unforgivable not to take :

advantage of them. It would be a crime against the history of our
country.27

Thus, during the summer of 1944, the Viet Minh began to make
preparations for such an undertaking. Against Vo Nguyen Giap’s
suggestion of a general armed insurrection in Tonkin at that time,
however, Ho counseled prudence. Realizing both the Viet Minh
limitations and the enemy’s military capabilities, the cautious revo-
lutionary bided his time. Instead of direct confrontation, he opted
for a guerilla war of harassment. In October, Ho again crossed the
frontier and went to Pac Bo. Escorted by Chu Van Tan’s guerillas,
the old leader immediately left the grottoes for Thai Nguyen where
he established his headquarters to direct the struggle. Also return-
ing with Ho were about two hundred volunteers who had received
their military training in Kwangsi, and who travelled in small
groups to avoid detection by the Japanese and French intelligence.
Shortly, after Ho’s return, the armed struggle began. On November
8, the Viet Minh launched an attack against a garrison in the pro-
vincial capital of Thai Nguyen. With the active assistance of the
Vietnamese elements of the Indochinese Guard, who were supposed
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efend the milita ost, the attackers easily overran it. Vex:y
in(iidly, Viet Minh gnlc)is infiltrated into the northern mountau;
provinces, attacking isolated outposts with t?le express purpose O
capturing arms and ammunition and impressing the population. At
the same time, their propaganda exhorted the people to rally beii
hind the Independence Movement to expel the Japanese an
French fascists. Persuasion and threats were freely used to win pop-
ular support. Frequent assassinations of village notal?les ax}d reac-
tionaries” also brought home to the people the Viet Minh mes-
Sa%z- December, 1944, Ho issued official instructions rfegardin.g the
establishment of the Vietnam Propaganda Unit for National Libera-
tion. This unit, composed of seasoned cadres from the sma}l gue-
rilla bands that had operated in the border provinces of .Tonkm,lv&fas
under the command of Vo Nguyen Giap. In hlS instructions explain-
ing the purpose of “the embryo of the Liberation Army,” Ho said:

1. The Vietnam Propaganda Unit for National Liberation s'h.o“;s .gy
its name that greater importance should be atta'ched to the pohtzfca1 1 side
than to the military side. It is a propaganda unit. 'I:o act success 1}11)1', in
the military field, the main principle is concentration of for.ces.. etliele-
fore, in accordance with the new instruction of the (?rgamzatxon,f the
mos,t resolute and energetic officers and men will be picked out o ;
ranks of the guerilla units in the provinces <_)f Cao Bang, Bac Can, tar;r
Lang Son and a great amount of weapons will be concentrated to esta
i in force.
hs}ﬁ:::urﬁealours is a national resistance by the whole people, we must
mobilize and arm the whole people. Therefore', when concentratu;g our
forces to set up the first unit, we must maintain t}3e local armed (;):lce.:ts,
coordinate their operations and assist each other in all aspects. (13;
part, the main unit has the duty to guide the ca.dres of the lc?cal a.r$l
units, assist them in drilling, and supply 1them with weapons if possible,
ing these units to grow unceasingly. .
this h\?\;ﬁrgrégard to localgarmed units, we 'v«./ill gather their cadrt_es for
training, send trained cadres to va;'lious locahttl.es to exchange experience,
intain laison, and coordinate military operations. ) )
ma;ltg:nl;::'ning tactics, we will apply guerilla wa?fare, which consists
in being secret, rapid, active, now din the East, now in the West, arriving
leaving unnoticed. )
un'(;";liec\tfigtlﬁaﬁdPropagganda Unit for National Li?aeratio.n is the first-
born unit. It is hoped that other units will soon come into being.
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At first its size is small; however, its prospect is brilliant, It is the
embryo of the Liberation Army and can move from North to South,
throughout Vietnam.28

Meanwhile, confronted with an open Viet Minh challenge and
fearful of a general insurrection, which would irreparably endanger
French rule, the Decoux regime decided to act. Savage reprisals
were inflicted upon individuals and villages that had cooperated

with the rebels. Military operations were conducted against the ]

guerillas who seemed determined to fight and engage French pa-

trols. By the winter of 1944-45, the Viet Minh movement spread
throughout Northern Tonkin, notably the provinces of Bac Kan, |
Tuyen Quang, Bac Giang, Lang Son, Cao Bang, and Ha Giang, }
which, together with Thai Nguyen, constituted what was called “the |}
liberated zone,” a region from which French control was elimi-

nated. While claiming to fight both the French colonialists and the
Japanese fascists, the Viet Minh vehemently condemned the rice

requisitions made by the Decoux administration on behalf of the }

Nipponese authorities in spite of widespread famine. In view of the

half-hearted Japanese effort to track down the Viet Minh, the lat- '.

ter’s popularity went crescendo, notably among the peasantry. Pro-
foundly disturbed, the French, late in the winter, decided to under-

take mop-up operations to reconquer the “liberated zone” and |

liquidate the rebellion. The French plan, however, was never car-
ried out. On March g, 1945, the Japanese struck. For all practical
purposes, France’s rule over Indochina came to an end.

On March 11, Emperor Bao Dai proclaimed that the 1884 Franco-
Annamese Treaty making Vietnam a French protectorate had been
abrogated, and that Vietnam had become an independent state. At
the same time, the monarch declared his country’s determination to
collaborate with Japan to promote a co-prosperity area in East Asia.
After a series of consultations with various political figures, Bao Dai
announced the formation of a government under Professor Tran
Trong Kim, a nationalist of renown who, like many of his country-
men, believed that Vietnam’s independence could be achieved
through collaboration with the occupation authorities. The new
government, however, soon ran into difficulty. While exerting their
pressure on Tran Trong Kim, the Japanese nevertheless left the Viet
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Minh undisturbed to intensify their activities, consolidate their
bases, and undermine the central government. In spite of its
achievements in the face of Japanese opposition and the Viet Minh
disruptive propaganda, the Kim government suffered. consi'derably
from its apparent identification with Japan, as the Viet Minh had
warned:

In overthrowing the French yoke, the Japs plan to occupy our country
and turn it into a Japanese colony where they will reserve for themselves
the monopoly of plundering our people, abusing our women, slaying our
patriots. They are here not to liberate our people. They are here to seize
our rice stocks, our cotton, our oil; they will arrest all our young men
and turn them into Japanese cannon-fodder.2®

Thus, from the outset, the Kim government with a pro-Japanese
label was doomed to fail. The political situation was further ag-
gravated by the economic conditions. In addition to the intensifying
American aerial attacks, which had destroyed railways, bridges, and
means of transportation and, consequently, isolated food-deficient
Tonkin from the rest of the country, and a flood which had wiped
out its crop, the continued Japanese rice requisition plunged the
North into the most dreadful despair. Nearly one million people
starved to death. In the face of such a crisis, the Tran Trong Kim
cabinet was not (nor would any other government be) able to ﬁ_nd
an answer. The Viet Minh eagerly exploited these exasperating
conditions, encouraging the people to stop all deliveries to the
Japanese, participate in large scale demonstrations and strikes, de-
stroy Japanese ammunition depots, and plunder Japanese food
stores.

In the meantime, Ho, sensing the impending Japanese defeat and
the consequential arrival of Allied troops, was determined to make
full political and military preparations for an eventt'lal tak(?-over.
The Viet Minh propaganda went into full swing. With a view to
welcoming the Allies and confronting the French yvith a fait ac-
compli, Ho proceeded to form a government which, he hoged,
would be well entrenched by the time the Allied representatives
landed in Indochina. An independent Vietnam under Ho’s control
would be thus assured. . .

In retrospect, the Japanese coup brought forth four immediate
consequences, which benefited the Viet Minh considerably:
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1. It effectively eliminated the French Streté and, thus, greatl
facilitated the Viet Minh clandestine activities.
2. It established a government which was stained with afRiliatio
with Japan and doomed to fail because of Japanese obstruction. :
3. It left the Communist-controlled “Provisional Republican Gov-'}
ernment” as the only anti-French, anti-Japanese organization.
4. It drove the French out of Tonkin and left it under Ho's controli}

From the “liberated zone,” Ho, on July 1, launched an appea}
asking Vietnamese to support his regime instead of the “puppet;
government” of Tran Trong Kim because

Revolutionary administrative centers have been set up in differen
localities. The people’s Revolutionary Comnmittees, directly elected by
different organizations of the population, are using revolutionary meth
ods to bring back freedom and happiness to the whole people. :

The properties of the population in the Liberated Zones are being 1§
effectively protected. Properties belonging to the invaders have been
seized. They have become public property or have been distributed to the
poor. Democratic rights and liberties are being translated into actual
deeds. All citizens are equal in status. All men and women have equal 4§
rights before the law. The sick and the poor are given assistance, robbery
and banditry are completely stamped out. All taxes and impositions have
been abolished, and land taxes reduced. The working hours are short-
ened. Boys and girls are either pursuing their studies or fighting on the
battlefields. Rich and poor, young and old, are working day and night to
supply our armies. Over one million of our compatriots already enjoy 3§

. a4 . « . » . b
revolutionary liberties and happiness. A “New Vietnam” has come into .
being,80 !

While condemning the Gaullist attempt to restore the old order in i
Indochina, Ho, at the same time, maintained contact with the E
French Mission in Kunming, In a July, 1945, memorandum trans- E
mitted through the good offices of the OSS to the Free French |
representatives in China, the Communist double-dealer even pro-
posed temporary reestablishment of French rule until Vietnam’s

independence was assured, i.e., for a period of five to ten years. The
document read:

We, the Viet Minh League, ask that the following points be an-
nounced by the French and observed in their future policy in Indochina:
1. A parliament shall be elected by universal suffrage. It shall legislate
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for the country. A French governor shall exercise the functions of presi-
dent until our independence is assured. This president shall choose a
cabinet or group of advisers approved by the parliament. The precise
powers of these organs will be delineated in the future.

2. Independence shall be given to this country in a minimum of five
years and a maximum of ten.

3. The natural resources of this country shall be returned to its inhab-
jtants after making just compensation to thier present holders. France
shall be given economic concessions.

4. All liberties proclaimed by the United Nations shall be guaranteed
to Indochinese.

5. The sale of opium shall be prohibited.

We hope that these conditions will be judged acceptable by the French
government.#

Whether the memorandum in question was a trick or a sincere
effort on Ho’s part to reach an agreement with France was not the
point. The Gaullist Mission in Kunming, after studying the Vietnam-
ese proposal, gave only a noncommittal answer, on the ground
that all decisions concerning the future of Indochina had to come
from Paris. Thus, the first opportunity to reach a Franco-Viet Minh
understanding was lost, an understanding which would have
changed the course of events in Vietnam. There is reason to believe
that the Viet Minh leader was anxious to reach an agreement with
France. His duplicity is easy to comprehend. On the one hand, Ho
tried to appear to his people as the only genuine anti-Japanese, anti-
French leader by condemning both the Nipponese and the Gaul-
lists; on the other, he wanted to reach an understanding with
France who would recognize him as the legitimate head of an au-
tonomous Vietnamese state. Once secure in his position, he would
eliminate all nationalist competition and strike a more profitable
bargain with France.

An attempt to bring together Ho Chi Minh and Jean Sainteny,
the head of the French Mission in Kunming, was made by the end
of the same month (July). The initiative came from Laurie Gordon,
a former representative of the American oil company Texaco in
Indochina. He had set up an intelligence network operating in In-
dochina until the Japanese coup, after which he departed for Yun-
nan ‘where he continued to work as a free-lance intelligence agent.
Thanks to his various connections in Vietnam, Gordon also main-
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tained contact with the Viet Minh organization. Through his good
offices, it seems, arrangements were made for the parachuting of a
team of American and French military instructors near the Viet
Minh jungle headquarters in July.

In any case, the Ho-Sainteny meeting never took place, due 4
partly to the precipitating events, partly to the diluvian rains which §
fell on the region and made air travel extremely hazardous. Accord- 1
ing to the Allied officers assigned to Ho’s headquarters during that §
period, the Viet Minh leaders, very anxious to meet the French
representatives, made elaborate preparations, ordering tricolor flags '}
and slogans to be made to welcome the Sainteny delegation.3? i

Meanwhile, Ho astutely played his cards, constantly seeking Al- .§
lied support for his organization. The Japanese coup of March g,
1945, had suddenly deprived the Allies in China of a source of
information regarding the Japanese troops’ movement in Indochina.
The OSS, anxious to make use of the Viet Minh intelligence net-
work, soon set up a liaison mission at Ho’s headquarters. United
States military supplies were parachuted into the “liberated zone.”
With American aid and advice, Viet Minh guerillas launched a few
attacks against Japanese military convoys and isolated outposts, but
carefully avoided engaging the still redoubtable Japanese in direct
confrontation. Ho also had other reasons for not challenging the
Nipponese troops, whose days in Indochina were already num-
bered. He wanted to keep his strength intact and ready for the final
struggle against the French and, especially, other competing na-
tionalist groups. In the meantime, Ho concentrated on propaganda. |
The Viet Minh “exploits” against the Japanese were grossly exag-
gerated and widely publicized. Everywhere, the Viet Minh repeat-
edly put forth the claim that they were allies of the Soviet Union,
the United States, and China, announced that Japan’s defeat was
imminent, and threatened collaborators, i.e., those who had worked
or were suspected of having worked for the French and the Japa-
nese, with severe punishment.

In May, Ho arrived in Tan Trao, a small, remote jungle village in
the province of Tuyen Quang, where he was to set up a liaison
center to facilitate contact between the Viet Minh organizations in
the delta, the highland, and abroad. Upon his arrival, the Commu-
nist leader, whose health had been eroded by the thirteen-month
confinement in China, overwork, and the humid jungle climate, fell
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seriously ill. His temperature ran high. He was in a deep coma. He
was dying. The revolution was about to lose its guiding spirit. To
his associates, Ho’s death was no longer a matter of speculation or
rumor. It appeared to be a reality. There was no medicine, only
quinine and aspirin. In an agony of despair, his lieutenants sent for
an old medicine man from the nearest mountain. After examining
the weakening revolutionary, the man in whom the Viet Minh
cadres put all their hope, the medicine man prescribed a remedy:
burned plant roots mixed with very thin rice soup. The plant hap-
pened to be one that grew in abundance in the area. While the
prescription might sound strange to Westerners, it was quite famil-
iar to Vietnamese who were used to taking Oriental medicine. The
burned roots were supposed to combat fever, and the rice soup to
restore the patient’s strength. Excellent prescription! Three days
later, to everyone’s relief, Ho recovered. Was it the plant roots and
the rice soup or his sheer stubbornness that kept Ho alive? Perhaps,
a combination of both.

Soon after his recovery, Ho suggested that, in view of the rapidly
changing conditions, the Viet Minh General Committee should con-
vene a National Congress in July. Because of “difficulties of com-
munication,”® however, the Congress was not held until the very
moment of Japan’s surrender.

Meanwhile, the tide turned in Ho’s favor. On August 6, 1945, an
atom bomb fell on Hiroshima. The Pacific war was reaching its con-
clusion. On August 10, Japan capitulated. In the evening of August
13, the National Congress of the ICP, convinced that the opportune
moment had come, decided to launch a general insurrection and to
found a “democratic republican” regime in Vietnam. The decision
was promptly approved by the Viet Minh General Committee, and
an Insurrection Committee was immediately set up.

Before seizing control of the nationalist movement, Ho wanted to
ascertain that his attempt would not fail. Aware that foreign, espe-
cially American, recognition of his organization would enhance the
Viet Minh prestige both at home and abroad and legitimatize the
government he was about to form, the veteran Communist sought
to contact the U.S. Mission in China through the good offices of a
young American Army officer, whom Robert Shaplen simp.ly .refers
to as’ Lt. John, and who had been parachuted into Ho’s jungle
headquarters in May, 1945. The two men had lived and worked




portable radio, John helped establish contact between Ho, on the
one hand, and the French and American Missions in China, on the
other. The old revolutionary and the young American often dis- g
cussed world affairs, exchanged toasts, and shared such delicacies as
stewed tiger livers! This “little old man sitting on his hill in the
jungle” impressed John as a gentle, “awfully sweet guy,” a non-
Marxist patriot who knew a great deal about almost everything.8

Thus, shortly after Japan’s surrender, Ho, playing on their mutual
friendship and trying to oblige John with a bottle of wine, asked the:
American to use his portable radio to wire two Viet Minh messages
to the U.S. headquarters in China. In one communication, Ho
sought to ingratiate himself with the Americans and the French by
claiming to have discovered a Dai Viet (an anti-Viet Minh national-
ist party) terroristic plot against the French, a plot which Ho al- i
legedly planned to foil. In the second message, Ho begged the
United States to intervene on the Viet Minh behalf by prevailing -
upon the United Nations to recognize Vietnam’s independence. .
Ho’s letter to John, written in English, reads as follows:

Dear Lt. (John),

I feel weaker since you left. Maybe I'd have to follow your advice— :
moving to some other place where food is easy to get, to improve my
health. . . .

I'm sending you a bottle of wine, hope you like it.

Be so kind as to give me foreign news you got.

. . . Please be good enuf to send to your H.Q. the following wires.
1. Daiviet [an anti-Viet Minh nationalist group] plans to exercise large
terror against French and to push it upon shoulder of VML (Viet Minh
League). VML ordered 2 million members and all its population be §
watchful and stop Daiviet criminal plan when & if possible. VML de- }
clares before the world its aim is national independence. It fights with #
political & if necessary military means. But never resorts to criminal & i
dishonest act.
Signed—National Liberation Committee of VML
2. National Liberation Committee of VML begs U.S. authorities to in-
form United Nations the following. We were fighting Japs on the side of 4
the United Nations. Now Japs surrendered. We beg United Nations to 3§
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realize their solemn promise that all nationalities will be given §emocracy

and independence. If United Nations forget their solemn promise & don’t

grant Indochina full independence, we will keep fighting until we get

it.

' Signed—Liberation Committee of VML,
Thank you for all the troubles I give you. . ..

Best greetings! .
Yours sincerely, Hoo [sic]3®

The Dai Viet terroristic campaign against the French existe‘d only
in Ho's imagination. The astute Communist apparently tried to
arouse the French and, hopefully, the Americans against the Dai
Viet, and use them to eliminate his nationalist competitors. He also
attempted to place, in advance, all responsibility for fu'ture attacks
against the French, attacks which the Viet Minh had in fact con-
templated, on his rivals shoulders. . .

At the same time, Ho reiterated the claim that the Viet Minh had
fought on the side of the Allies and, therefore, should deSferve th.e
United Nations™ support. In one stroke, Ho sought to get rid of hfs
nationalist competitors and to gain international recognition for his
movement. A very shrewd move, indeed! o

Having taken all possible precautions, Ho proceeded with his
plan. On August 16, a People’s Congress, atten‘ded- l_)y more than
“sixty delegates from big and small national minorities and of all
political convictions,”®® was held in Tan Trao. The Qongress ap-
proved the Viet Minh order for a general insurrection, a.nd ap-
pointed the National Committee for the Liberation of Vletnarrlx,
which was in fact the Provisional Government of the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam. The latter was headed by Ho Chi Minh, then
unknown to most Vietnamese, As Truong Chinh, then Secretary
General of the ICP, was to point out later,

Because the people’s Congress opened immediately after the gineral
insurrection order had been launched, it had to hold a “lightn.ing ses-
sion allowing the delegates to return quickly to their local regions and,
together with the local militants, to lead the decisive struggle.3?

The fact that the Congress was convened so hastily, that forty
delegates who were on their way to the meeting had to turn baf:k,
and that the more than sixty who attended the “lightn.mg session
had to hurry back to their posts indicated that the Viet Minh, in




78 Vision Accomplished?
spite of their propaganda, had not expected Japan to surrender so §
suddenly. The Japanese capitulation thus found Ho unprepared for }
the occasion and significantly upset his timetable. 1

In reference to the Vietnamese Communist strategy, Truong \
Chinh added: :

During the historic Congress, the Indochinese Communist Party advo- §
cated an extremely clear policy: to lead the masses in insurrection in §
order to disarm the Japanese before the arrival of the Allied forces in §
Indochina; to wrest power from the Japanese and their puppet stooges . 4
and finally, as the people’s power, to welcome the Allied forces coming 4
to disarm the Japanese troops stationed in Indochina.38 :

In spite of this “extremely clear policy,” there is sufficient ground
to believe that Ho gave no serious thought to disarming the Japa- §
nese, a task which undoubtedly was beyond the power of his poorly-
equipped guerillas to tackle. In fact, Ho had cautiously avoided }
provoking the Japanese, who, in turn, maintained a benevolent atti- 3
tude toward the Viet Minh maneuvers. 1

After the closing of the Tan Trao Congress, at which he had 4
appeared for the first time before the people’s delegates, Ho offi- *§
cially issued an appeal for general insurrection:

Dear compatriots,

Four years ago, in one of my letters, I called on you to unite together.
Because unity is strength, only strength enables us to win back inde-
pendence and freedom.

At present, the Japanese army is crushed. The National Salvation 3
movement has spread to the whole country. The Revolutionary Front for 3
the Independence of Vietnam (Viet Minh) has millions of members §
from all social strata: intellectuals, peasants, workers, businessmen, sol- §
diers, and from all nationalities in the country: Kinh, Tho, Nung, §
Muong, Man, etc. In the Front our compatriots march side by side §
without discrimination as to age, sex, religion, or fortune. |

Recently, the Viet Minh Front convened the Vietnam People’s Con- §
gress and appointed the National Liberation Committee to lead the entire
people in the resolute struggle until national independence is won.

3

a century by our people for their liberation. 1

This is a fact that enraptures our compatriots and fills me with great
joy. i
However, we cannot consider this as good enough. Our struggle will
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be a long and hard one. Because the Japanese are defeated, we shall not
be liberated overnight. We still have to make further efforts and carry on
the struggle. Only a united struggle will bring us independence.

The Viet Minh Front is at present the basis of the struggle and soh:-
darity of our people. Join the Viet Minh Front, support it, make it
greater and stronger! o

At present, the National Liberation Committee is, so to spea_k, in 1_ts.elf
our provisional government. Unite around it and see to it that its policies

and orders are carried out throughout the country!
In this way, our Fatherland will certainly win independence and our

people will certainly win freedom soon.
The decisive hour in the destiny of our people has struck. Let us stand

up with all our strength to free ourselves! . )
Many oppressed peoples the world over are vying with each other in
the march to win back their independence. We cannot allow ourselves to

lag behind. .
Forward! Forward! Under the banner of the Viet Minh Front, move

forward courageously!3?

Such a reasonable appeal, which emphasized unity in the struggle
for independence, was enthusiastically received by the masses. Viet
Minh propaganda leaflets, posters, and slogans appeared every-
where, claiming that the League was the united front of all nation-
alist elements and a trusted ally of the victorious powers. Very
rapidly, the revolutionary fervor overcame the entire people, who
realized that the war had ended and that national independence
was within their grasp. A genuine popular revolution was on the
move. Few were aware that the revolution was Communist-led.
Fewer still knew who Ho Chi Minh was. Many, however, were
impressed by such a meaningful name. And all were carried away
by their ardent desire for freedom. .

On August 18, Viet Minh adherents, followers, and admirers
roamed the streets of Hanoi. Huge public meetings and demonstra-
tions took place in the capital and in the provinces. The go}d-sta.rred
red flag was seen flying everywhere. Viceroy Phan Ke Toai, fhe rep-
resentative of Emperor Bao Dai in Tonkin, meekly resigned in fan)r
of a Viet Minh Citizens’ Committee. The Japanese authorities wit-
nessed these developments with apparent detachment, looki.ng in-
differently at the Viet Minh military units who occupied all impor-
tant public buildings. They also turned over to the insurgents the
stocks of arms belonging to the Indochinese Guard. In contrast to
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