

[image: image]



LAST NIGHT
I DREAMED OF PEACE

Dang Thuy Tram

[image: image]
RIDER
LONDON • SYDNEY • AUCKLAND • JOHANNESBURG


Contents

Cover Page

Title Page

Copyright Page



INTRODUCTION

A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

CHRONOLOGY

Book I

8 April 1968

10 April 1968

12 April 1968

13 April 1968

14 April 1968

15 April 1968

17 April 1968

22 April 1968

23 April 1968

25 April 1968

26 April 1968

30 April 1968

1 May 1968

4 May 1968

5 May 1968

6 May 1968

9 May 1968

12 May 1968

14 May 1968

17 May 1968

20 May 1968

25 May 1968

29 May 1968

31 May 1968

1 June 1968

2 June 1968

4 June 1968

15 June 1968

20 June 1968

28 June 1968

30 June 1968

3 July 1968

5 July 1968

6 July 1968

8 July 1968

11 July 1968

14 July 1968

18 July 1968

20 July 1968

25 July 1968

28 July 1968

4 August 1968

8 August 1968

14 August 1968

20 August 1968

27 August 1968

28 August 1968

30 August 1968

1 September 1968

5 September 1968

6 September 1969

8 September 1968

10 September 1968

15 September 1968

17 September 1968

19 September 1968

27 September 1968

5 October 1968

6 October 1968

8 October 1968

10 October 1968

11 October 1968

12 October 1968

13 October 1968

20 October 1968

23 October 1968

24 October 1968

26 October 1968

1 November 1968

2 November 1968

3 November 1968

8 November 1968

10 November 1968

11 November 1968

12 November 1968

16 November 1968

21 November 1968

24 November 1968

25 November 1968

26 November 1968

27 November 1968

29 November 1968

6 December 1968

7 December 1968

9 December 1968

16 December 1968

17 December 1968

18 December 1968

19 December 1968

21 December 1968

23 December 1968

26 December 1968

31 December 1968

1 January 1969

4 January 1969

9 January 1969

10 January 1969

11 January 1969

12 January 1969

14 January 1969

16 January 1969

18 January 1969

19 January 1969

22 January 1969

7 February 1969

8 February 1969

11 February 1969

14 February 1969

15 February 1969

17 February 1969

19 February 1969

20 February 1969

21 February 1969

24 February 1969

26 February 1969

3 March 1969

6 March 1969

9 March 1969

11 March 1969

12 March 1969

13 March 1969

16 March 1969

17 March 1969

19 March 1969

21 March 1969

25 March 1969

27 March 1969

2 April 1969

5 April 1969

6 April 1969

7 April 1969

8 April 1969

9 April 1969

11 April 1969

12 April 1969

16 April 1969

17 April 1969

22 April 1969

24 April 1969

26 April 1969

27 April 1969

28 April 1969

29 April 1969

2 May 1969

3 May 1969

11 May 1969

12 May 1969

13 May 1969

18 May 1969

18 May 1969

20 May 1969

24 May 1969

25 May 1969

4 June 1969

5 June 1969

11 June 1969

13 June 1969

16 June 1969

17 June 1969

16 June 1969

25 June 1969

29 June 1969

July 1969

8 July 1969

12 July 1969

14 July 1969

16 July 1969

20 July 1969

22 July 1969

23 July 1969

24 July 1969

26 July 1969

27 July 1969

29 July 1969

30 July 1969

31 July 1969

3 August 1969

5 August 1969

6 August 1969

15 August 1969

17 August 1969

25 August 1969

29 August 1969

30 August 1969

1 September 1969

3 September 1969

4 September 1969

13 September 1969

14 September 1969

23 September 1969

20 October 1969

21 October 1969

25 October 1969

30 October 1969

1 November 1969

5 November 1969

12 November 1969

23 November 1969

26 November 1969

29 November 1969

30 November 1969

1 December 1969

2 December 1969

3 December 1969

4 December 1969

BOOK II

31 December 1969

1 January 1970

2 January 1970

3 January 1970

January 1970

6 January 1970

7 January 1970

8 January 1970

9 January 1970

10 January 1970

12 January 1970

13 January 1970

15 January 1970

19 January 1970

21 January 1970

22 January 1970

24 January 1970

28 January 1970

29 January 1970

1 February 1970

2 February 1970

3 February 1970

6 February 1970

7 February 1970

15 February 1970

18 February 1970

19 February 1970

20 February 1970

21 February 1970

22 February 1970

24 February 1970

25 February 1970

26 February 1970

27 February 1970

28 February 1970

1 March 1970

5 March 1970

7 March 1970

8 March 1970

26 March 1970

27 March 1970

29 March 1970

29 March 1970

30 March 1970

1 April 1970

5 April 1970

9 April 1970

10 April 1970

22 April 1970

27 April 1970

28 April 1970

29 April 1970

3 May 1970

5 May 1970

7 May 1970

13 May 1970

19 May 1970

22 May 1970

24 May 1970

25 May 1970

2 June 1970

4 June 1970

6 June 1970

10 June 1970

12 June 1970

14 June 1970

16 June 1970

17 June 1970

18 June 1970

20 June 1970

Plates

A NOTE ON THE TYPE


This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Version 1.0

Epub ISBN 9781407061047

www.randomhouse.co.uk



Published in 2007 by Rider, an imprint of Ebury Publishing.

Published in the United States by Harmony Books, an imprint of the Crown
Publishing Group, in 2007.

Ebury Publishing is a Random House Group company.

Translation copyright © Andrew X. Pham 2007

Introduction copyright © Frances FitzGerald 2007

Originally published in Vietnam as Nhat Ky Dang Thuy Tram
by Nha Nam/Nha Xuat Ban Hoi Nha Van in 2005.

Copyright © Doan Ngoc Tram 2005

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owner.

The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009

Addresses for companies within the Random House Group can be found at
www.randomhouse.co.uk

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

The Random House Group Limited makes every effort to ensure that the papers used in our books are made from trees that have been legally sourced from well-managed and credibly certified forests. Our paper procurement policy can be found on www.randomhouse.co.uk

[image: image]

Design by Lynne Amft
Map by Mapping Specialists, Ltd., Madison, WI, USA

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, St Ives Plc

ISBN 9781846040580 (Hardback)

ISBN 9781846040757 (Paperback)

Copies are available at special rates for bulk orders. Contact the sales development team on 020 7840 8487 or visit www.booksforpromotions.co.uk for more information.

To buy books by your favourite authors and register for offers, visit
www.rbooks.co.uk



The Diary of Dang Thuy Tram

TRANSLATED BY

Andrew X. Pham

 

INTRODUCTION BY

Frances FitzGerald

 

NOTES BY

Jane Barton Griffith, Robert Whitehurst,
and Dang Kim Tram


INTRODUCTION

“Operated on one case of appendicitis with inadequate anesthesia. I had only a few meager vials of Novocain to give the soldier, but he never groaned once during the entire procedure. He even smiled to encourage me.”

The diary of Dang Thuy Tram begins on April 8, 1968, just two months after the Tet offensive. She is twenty-five years old, the chief physician at a field hospital in the mountains of central Vietnam. It’s a civilian clinic, but she treats mainly sick and wounded soldiers. Sometimes large North Vietnamese army, or main force guerrilla, units pass by, leaving as many as eighty patients in her thatched-roof hospital. Sometimes she walks many miles through the rugged mountains or down to the lowlands to care for the wounded on the field of battle. She also trains young people to be health practitioners in Duc Pho, the district she has been assigned to in Quang Ngai Province.

When Thuy arrived from Hanoi the year before, fresh out of medical school, her superiors had hesitated before sending her to the isolated clinic. Small and slight with a pale complexion, she was a city girl who had grown up in relatively privileged circumstances. Her father was a surgeon at St. Paul’s Hospital, her mother a lecturer at the Hanoi School of Pharmacology and one of the leading experts on the use of Vietnamese medicinal plants. Her parents weren’t rich—no one was in North Vietnam at the time—but they were cultured people who filled their small house on Giang Vo Street in Hanoi with books and flowers. Her father played Western classical music to relax after surgery and taught Thuy to play the violin and the guitar.

The eldest of five children—four girls and much younger boy—Thuy Tram attended the elite Chu Van An high school. Founded by the French in 1906 as the Lycée du Protectorate, the school with its campus on the West Lake had trained generations of prominent Vietnamese intellectuals, artists, and politicians. For four years Thuy, dressed in a white ao dai, studied in the handsome French colonial buildings with their spacious classrooms, the breeze coming through the transoms over the high louvered doorways. Her concentration was science, but she loved literature—Vietnamese poetry and the French and Russian novels sent from the Soviet Union. According to classmates, she was beautiful, intelligent, and warm-hearted, and all the boys were a little in love with her. She went on to Hanoi University Medical School and, following in her father’s footsteps, trained as a surgeon. On graduating, she was accepted for advance study in optical surgery, but she chose instead to serve in the war zone of the South.

On December 23, 1966, she boarded a truck in Hanoi with a group of civilians—journalists, photographers, and doctors—and drove 250 miles south to a staging area in Quang Binh Province. From there, she and her companions set off on foot with heavy packs on their backs and walked for three months down what the Americans called the Ho Chi Minh Trail through the mountains of the Troung Son range. Their destination was Quang Ngai, the fifth province below the demilitarized zone that divided the North from the South, and they reached it in late March or early April.

Like the other provinces of central Vietnam, Quang Ngai has a dramatic topography: high mountains with rivers that plunge down through foothills to a coastal plain and into the China Sea. In Quang Ngai, the plain is eighty kilometers long and ten to twenty-five kilometers wide, well irrigated by tributary streams and extremely fertile. The Vietnamese are rice growers, and when the first settlers came down from the North after the conquest of the Kingdom of Champa in the fifteenth century, they turned their backs to the mountains and built their villages on the plain. In central Vietnam, the villages are composed of widely dispersed hamlets, and in the early 1960s, before the arrival of the American troops, the hamlets of Quang Ngai nestled within bamboo hedges and groves of trees, looking over their paddy fields, emerald green in the spring. In some, the dwellings were made of clay and thatch, but others had fine houses with huge polished beams holding up the red-tiled roofs, brick courtyards where the rice was threshed, and outbuildings for pigs, chickens, and water buffalo. At the time, the province was almost entirely rural. Each district had a small market town with open-fronted shops lining its main street, but even its capital, Quang Ngai City, was only a town with a few government buildings. Still, Route One, the main north-south highway, bisected the plain, and all the roads were busy with trucks, donkey carts, and young people on bikes going to and from high school—the boys in clean shirts, the girls in their ao dais.

For all of its bucolic looks, the province was a guerrilla stronghold. It had belonged to what the villagers called “the Resistance,” or “the Liberation,” for decades. In 1930 one of the first peasant revolts against French rule erupted in the province, and after World War II it became a center of revolutionary activity. In 1945 a communist uprising in the province heralded Ho Chi Minh’s declaration of Vietnam’s independence and the formation of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in Hanoi. Thereafter, the Viet Minh, the anti-colonial predecessor of the National Liberation Front (the Viet Cong), so dominated the province that the French troops never penetrated it in force. When, after the end of the French war in 1954, the United States installed a non-communist government in Saigon and made the demilitarized zone into a political boundary, it in essence cut off Quang Ngai and its neighboring provinces from the government they had helped to create. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, the regime in Saigon made various attempts to bring its rebellious provinces under control, but all of them failed. In Quang Ngai, the influence of the Saigon government never reached beyond a few of the larger towns. By the time the first regular American troops arrived there in 1965, a whole generation of young people in the rural areas had grown up, as Thuy had, in the revolution.

Thuy had spent some of 1967 on the coastal plain of Quang Ngai, working in the villages of Duc Pho. She felt at home on the plain there in a way she never did in the mountains. “I miss the lowlands, covered with green rice fields, thick with grain-heavy stalks, dotted with colored dresses and the white hats of pretty girls,” she wrote. The mountains were foreign territory to her, as they were to most Vietnamese. In Duc Pho District—the southernmost district in the province—there were Vietnamese villages in the foothills, but above them, the only settlements were those of the hill tribes, peoples ethnically and culturally different from the Vietnamese, who practiced swidden, or slash-and-burn, agriculture. Apart from the clearings these highlanders had made, there was nothing but forest—a forest of thick bush twenty to thirty feet high with trails that ran through it like tunnels. Thuy’s clinic was hidden away in the brush near a river. The clinic was invisible from the air, but there was an American firebase at the top of the mountain, and an exposed cooking fire or the noise of troop movements could always give away its location. The clinic Thuy had been first assigned to had been destroyed by bombing just before she arrived. It was bleak in the mountains and cold in autumn and winter, and when she wasn’t busy with patients, Thuy had to help cut firewood, dig shelters, and haul rice sacks. Sometimes army units would bring dozens of patients with serious wounds, and she would have to work through the night, making diagnoses and performing operations without electricity. The soldiers would stay for a while, then move on, leaving the clinic with only the dead and the dying. Then Thuy would have time for reflection.

Thuy began keeping a diary when she left Hanoi for the South. Unfortunately, her first diary has not survived, so the book begins a year after her arrival in Quang Ngai, at a time when she was desperately unhappy.

Thuy had gone to the South out of patriotism but also because of the man she calls M., whom she had loved since the age of sixteen. M., whose real name was Khuong The Hung but who used the pen name Do Moc, came from another intellectual Hanoi family, and his parents were close friends of Thuy’s. Handsome and intelligent, he wrote poetry and composed music. A match between them would have been entirely suitable, and he courted her in her college and medical school days. But he was six years older than she was, and in 1962 he left and worked for a while with a troupe of singers and actors, then joined the guerrillas in central Vietnam. He wrote her letters, and on her graduation five years later, Thuy, “following the call of country and love,” set out for Quang Ngai, hoping to see him from time to time. By then, M. had become the captain and chief political officer of an NLF sapper group, which had earned a reputation for heroism. Because of the loss of Thuy’s first diary, it’s unclear what happened between the two of them, but by April 1968, Thuy understood that he didn’t love her in the pure, bright way that she loved him. Was it that he had dedicated himself entirely to the struggle and assumed he would die in it? Or was it that he had had affairs with other women? Or both? She had her pride, but to her he represented all her hopes and dreams of happiness, and she couldn’t bear to give them up—certainly not amid all the hardships and dangers she was experiencing. “Oh, why was I born a dreamy girl demanding so much of life?” she asks herself plaintively.

Thuy had an enormous capacity—and an enormous need—for love and affection. Many of the young soldiers who came through the clinic fell in love with the kind and attractive doctor, and she developed strong attachments to some of them, as well as to some of her female co-workers. Thuy often worried that her relationships with these men would be seen as sexual or romantic, inappropriate for someone in her position. They were certainly not sexual, and none of the young men ever occupied the space in her life that M. did. Yet the emotional bonds formed in wartime run deep. Some of the soldiers she adopted as “brothers,” and some she grew to love and depend on in a way she couldn’t depend on M. When they died, as many of them did, she felt she had lost a member of her family. She was desolate.

Another theme in the early part of the diaries is Thuy’s frustration with the local branch of the Communist Party. The Party was something sacred to her, as it was to many in the resistance. Ho Chi Minh’s party, unlike Stalin’s or Mao’s, put an emphasis on personal virtue, and its cadre were called upon to represent revolutionary ideals. Membership in the Party was also of great practical consequence to Thuy, since it was the leadership and the local branch made the decisions in her district. She thought she should have been made a member, but the invitation did not come immediately. Thuy suspected that some of the cadre were simply jealous of her. They labeled her a “bourgeois,” and she had to admit that she was one, though she could not accept the idea that that made her ipso facto inferior to all working-class people. What she doesn’t say is that most, if not all, of the people she worked with were country people with nowhere near her level of education. That she made so many close friends—and was eventually taken into the Party—was a tribute to her generous nature and her ability to adapt.

In her diaries Thuy often gives herself advice. “Oh, Thuy! Overcome these pains in your heart. Be joyful . . . You cannot live with sentiments alone, you must also possess a will. Do you understand that, you stubborn girl? . . . Twenty-five years old already, be steady and mature with that age.” Whatever role these admonitions played, Thuy did grow and mature in the two years the diary covers. Among other things, she comes to see herself and others more clearly, to trust her own judgment and to take satisfaction from her accomplishments. “What am I?” she asks. “I am a girl with a heart brimming over with emotions, yet with a mind that never falters before a complex and dangerous situation.” This was exactly the case, as we discover in the second half of the book, when the American forces close in on the guerrilla bases throughout Duc Pho.

In the late spring of 1965, two months after the first American combat troops arrived in Vietnam, the 3rd Marine Amphibious Force was dispatched to Quang Ngai, where it began an assault on NVA and guerrilla forces in the region. It remained there until April 1967, when General William Westmoreland, the commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam, created Task Force Oregon, a group of three Army brigades, to replace it. In Quang Ngai, the American troops faced a formidable foe: in addition to the North Vietnamese divisions that operated in central Vietnam, there were three main force guerrilla battalions in the province and guerrilla units in almost every village and hamlet. The roads were mined and booby-trapped; the American patrols were ambushed, and their bases were often mortared or attacked by sappers. Unable to find the guerrillas amid the population that supported them, the American forces used their overwhelming firepower against the villages. As a matter of policy, the Marines bombed and shelled the hamlets from which they took fire and the hamlets they believed were contributing food or labor to the enemy. “The U.S. Marines will not hesitate to destroy immediately any village or hamlet harboring the Viet Cong,” one leaflet dropped on the villages read.

By August 1967, according to Jonathan Schell, the Marines and the Army units that succeeded them had destroyed 70 percent of the hamlets on the coastal plain, caused countless civilian casualties, and driven some 40 percent of the 650,000 people in the province into towns and refugee camps along Route One. By then, the U.S. command had come to see the “generation of refugees” not just as an unavoidable consequence of military operations but as a means of depriving the guerrillas of the population they needed for support. At a press conference that fall, Robert Komer, the chief of the U.S. pacification program in Vietnam, explained, “If we can attrit the population base of the Viet Cong, it will accelerate the process of degrading the V.C.”

In Duc Pho District, where the 3rd Brigade of the 4th Infantry Division was based that August, almost half of the population of 100,000 had been driven into towns or refugee camps. Some of the hamlets along Route One remained standing, but much of the district had become a free fire zone where people lived in caves or in tunnels that also served as bunkers for the guerrillas. Many of the hamlets had been burned or bulldozed to deny the guerrillas shelter; the fields were pockmarked with craters, and the nearby forests defoliated. (In three and a half months the 3rd Brigade’s battery had fired 64,000 artillery shells on Duc Pho and the adjoining district.) From April to August the brigade had—by its account—killed 1,875 enemy combatants and captured 566 firearms. But in a series of small engagements over those months, the brigade had itself suffered many casualties. In a force of 800 combat troops directly exposed to enemy fire, 120 had been killed and 490 wounded.

In September, Task Force Oregon was reconstituted with different units as the Americal Division; from then until November 1971, it operated in Quang Ngai as well as in the province of Quang Tin to the north. The Americal eventually became known as the worst division in the American army. Its three unrelated brigades never fully cohered, and other units were often transferred in or out of it. The 11th Light Infantry Brigade, based in Duc Pho, was a particularly troubled unit. It went into action without combat training, with few veteran officers or NCOs and a great many raw recruits. Morale, never high in the first place, deteriorated as the casualties mounted; its base in Duc Pho became rife with racial tensions and hostilities between draftees and “lifers.” Colin Powell, who as a major served in a battalion of the 11th Infantry for three months in 1968, later wrote that he moved his cot around every night at the base “partly to thwart Viet Cong informants who might be tracking me, but also because I did not rule out attacks on authority from within the battalion itself.” On March 16, 1968, a platoon from the 11th entered the village of Son My in northern Quang Ngai, herded the old men, women, and children into a ditch, and shot 504 of them. The incident, covered up for more than a year, became known as the My Lai massacre. Still, the 11th, and Americal as a whole, fought much the same war as their predecessors. The NVA and the guerrillas responded aggressively, and in early 1969 they launched coordinated attacks on all the Americal’s bases. But the cumulative effect of the bombing and shelling took its toll.

Thuy describes this war vividly. She watched jets on bombing runs, gunships firing streams of bullets and tracers, helicopter assaults, and sweeps by the American forces. She notes how the defoliant Agent Orange debilitated herself and her fellow cadre, and how a white phosphorus shell roasted a man’s body. She saw hamlets that had just been bulldozed and the survivors wandering around through the devastation, unwilling to leave their homes. On a night emergency mission, she walked across the national highway and through hills so bright with lights and flares she felt herself on a stage. Another night she walked through an area she calls Khe Sanh, the rice bowl of Duc Pho District, which the Americans guarded with artillery, constant patrols, and an electronic surveillance system. She slept in underground shelters, spent a night up to her chest in water, and was almost killed many times.

On April 2, 1969, the American troops assaulted a hamlet near her clinic, forcing the patients and staff to abandon the compound. From then on, she and her co-workers were constantly on the move, unable to find a safe place for the clinic. Some of their temporary quarters were bombed, others discovered by enemy troops. When they moved, most of the soldiers and nurses would go ahead with the ambulatory patients, leaving Thuy and a few others with the severely injured until they could come back with stretchers. On one occasion, the troops came so close that she and another young woman had to drag a heavy man with a broken leg into a hole. On another, she had to flee without her backpack that contained most of her possessions.

On June 2, 1970, her temporary clinic in the Nai Sang Mountains was bombed, and five people were killed. When it was bombed again on the twelfth, the cadre assumed—correctly, as it turned out—that an informer had given away their position. The next day everyone left except for Thuy, three female medics, and five seriously wounded men. Even the Party cadre for the clinic wouldn’t stay with them. After that, Thuy watched for the enemy troops every day and asked herself if she would have the heart to leave the wounded if they came. A week went by, and still no one came back for them. On June 20, with only rice enough left for the evening meal, Thuy, wondering if they had been abandoned, sent two of the young women out to find help. Her diary ends there. The American troops returned, and several days later she was found by a highlander of the local H’re people, dead with a bullet through her forehead.

Those who read Thuy’s diaries before the publication of this book supposed that Thuy’s co-workers had deserted her, and that she died defending her patients. The after-action report of the Americal company, just recently brought to light, however, shows that the clinic had been resupplied by the time of her death, and that the injured soldiers were evacuated. Thuy was shot while walking down a trail with an NVA soldier and two other people. She had not been left to die with her patients.


The Diaries

In April 2005, as Hanoi was preparing to celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of the liberation of the South, a package arrived for Thuy’s mother, Doan Ngoc Tram, containing the diaries.

The package, delivered by an American visiting Hanoi, had been sent by Fred Whitehurst, a lawyer who had served with a military intelligence detachment at the Americal’s base in Duc Pho. In 1970, Whitehurst’s duties had included taking a last look through the accumulated captured documents and destroying those of no military value. One day, he was throwing documents into a fire in a 55-gallon drum, when his interpreter, Sergeant Nguyen Trung Hieu, said over his shoulder, “Don’t burn this one, Fred. It has fire in it already.” Startled, Whitehurst saved the document—a collection of pages sewn together with a cardboard cover, no bigger than a pack of cigarettes. He later saved a second diary that was brought to the base after Thuy’s death. In the evenings Hieu read him passages from the diary. The son of a naval officer, and a volunteer for Vietnam, Whitehurst was a gung-ho soldier, but Thuy’s diaries moved him deeply. “Human to human, I fell in love with her,” he later said. Against regulations, he took the diaries home with him when he left in 1972, after serving three tours in Vietnam.

The diaries went into his filing cabinet and stayed there while he took a doctorate in chemistry and joined the FBI as a forensic scientist, an expert on explosives residue. Whitehurst often thought of trying to return them to Thuy’s family, but he had no idea how to find the family, and as an FBI agent, he could hardly approach officials in the Vietnamese embassy. In the mid-1990s he became a celebrated whistle-blower, exposing corruption and incompetence in FBI investigations, notably that of the 1993 World Trade Center bombing. After a bitter fight with the agency, he quit and began to think about the diaries again. Hoping that he might find Thuy’s family if the diaries were published, he gave them to his brother Rob, another Vietnam vet, who had married a southern Vietnamese woman and spoke Vietnamese. Rob began translating them in his spare time, and soon became as obsessed as Fred was with Thuy’s story and with the idea of returning them to Vietnam. In March 2005, the two brothers took the diaries to a conference on the Vietnam War at Texas Tech University, where they met an Air Force veteran who was traveling to Hanoi the following month. They gave him a copy of the diaries, and he located Thuy’s family with the help of an employee of a Quaker group in Hanoi.

Thuy’s father and brother had died by that time—her father had had a paralytic stroke when he heard of Thuy’s death—but her mother was a lively eighty-one-year-old, and her three sisters had families and professional careers. Rob struck up an e-mail conversation with the youngest sister, Kim Tram, who worked as an engineer and in her spare time translated English-language children’s books into Vietnamese. Rob and Fred were adopted into Thuy’s family as “sons” and “brothers,” and in August they went to Hanoi to meet the family. To their amazement, they had become celebrities. Dozens of people, among them journalists, came to greet them at the airport; later, they were interviewed on television and welcomed by Vietnamese officials, among them the prime minister, Phan Van Kai.

Thuy’s diaries were published in Hanoi on July 18, 2005. To the surprise of the book publisher, they caused an immediate sensation. By the time the Whitehursts arrived, twenty thousand copies were in print, the diaries had been excerpted in a newspaper, and a television film about Dang Thuy Tram was in preparation. A year and half later, they had sold 430,000 copies—this in a country where few books sell more than 5,000 copies. The diaries struck a particular chord among young readers. Two-thirds of all Vietnamese were born after 1975, and for them the war was ancient history, and a history that was taught in a dry, stylized fashion. Other war diaries had been published, but, like the textbooks, they spoke mainly of heroism and great victories. Thuy’s diaries broke the mold. Here was a brave, idealistic young woman, but one with vulnerabilities and self-doubts: a romantic in spite of all her discipline. Her descriptions of the pathos of the soldiers, as well as of their heroism, reminded readers that those who had died for their cause were people much like themselves. Furthermore, the government, which had previously censored novels about the horrors of war, seemed to understand that the diaries brought the war to life for the young in a way that the old rhetoric of invincibility did not.

On a second trip to Vietnam in the spring of 2006, Rob Whitehurst found that hundreds of people had visited Thuy’s grave in a cemetery on the outskirts of Hanoi. In Duc Pho, ground had been broken for the Dang Thuy Tram hospital, and a memorial marked the place where she had died in the mountains. She had become a folk hero. On his trips to Duc Pho, Rob met a number of the people she had written about in her diary, among them Sang, whom she had operated on for a stomach infection; Khiem, whom she had dragged to safety, and who now thanked her every day for operating on his leg and saving it from amputation. Thuong, her beloved Thuong, had been captured and sent to a prisoner-of-war camp, but had been released in the prisoner exchange of 1973. Two years later he returned to Quang Ngai, and, finding that Thuy was dead, located her grave and later helped her family to find it. Thuan had been killed in 1971 by an ARVN patrol; Tan, the Party cadre she was so fond of, was dead by then, but he had survived the war, married his girlfriend, and named his daughter Thuy Tram.

As for M., he remains something of a mystery. He survived the war, married, and had two sons. According to a friend of his, he had told Thuy in 1967 that he had devoted his life to the war, that he did not expect to survive it, and that therefore he could only be a brother to her. This is plausible and consistent with some of Thuy’s account, but his friend adds that the war had changed him and that with more than twenty wounds on his body, he didn’t think he deserved to marry Thuy. Possibly this was the case, but when he returned to Hanoi after the war, he didn’t go see Thuy’s mother: an indication that he felt guilty about the way he had treated her. He died in 1999, so we will never know the full story, but in a way that neither could have imagined, it’s her light that shines on him.

FRANCES FITZGERALD


A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

This translation required considerable sensitivity to the spirit of the author’s words as well as to the conditions in which she committed them to her diaries. It is a responsibility that extends beyond the translator to every reader.

Dr. Thuy Tram wrote her diaries under extreme duress. She penned these entries in battle trenches, bomb shelters, and triages, and in wards filled with dying patients. Through destruction, hunger, extreme fatigue, loneliness, and psychological trauma, this remarkable young woman still had the presence to reach for the literary and the sublime.

Her writing leaped nimbly from prose to poetry, from meditation to self-examination, from confession to reflection. In some places she talked to herself. In others she held conversations with absent friends. She switched viewpoints frequently, from the first to the second to the third person, with ease and without warning. The reader will find it helpful to keep in mind that she wrote in the flowery literary style of her era; she was innocent in the ways of the heart, an inexperienced romantic; and she died without knowing anything more intimate than kisses. Such were the traditional values of her generation.

Regardless of how the diaries are read or perceived, there are three undeniable truths about the author. First, her heart was noble. Second, her life was guided by ideals. Third, her sacrifice was as tragic as it was heroic.

In such a raw composition, the things left unsaid are as telling as those articulated.

I could not have made this translation without my father, Thong Van Pham. He was born in Tong Xuyen and grew up in Hanoi, not far from where Tram lived with her family. His background and knowledge of the language and culture of that time were vital to the translation of the diaries. It took us approximately five months working closely in tandem to complete the translation.

Although my father’s modesty and “old world” sensibilities make him decline to be acknowledged as co-translator, it is obvious that he did half of the work. It is also clear to me that I could not have adequately translated a single passage without him. Certainly, neither of us would have dared to tackle this project alone.

I would like to thank my wonderful agent, Jandy Nelson, for her acumen and friendship, and my editor, John Glusman, for his confidence and support.

Most of all, I would like to express our gratitude to Kim Tram for her generous assistance and guidance. We would have erred in many instances without her involvement. Kim Tram’s comprehensive understanding of the diaries gave us substantial confidence in approaching the text. We are deeply indebted.

We would also like to thank the Tram family for permitting us the honor of participating in the preservation of Dr. Thuy Tram’s legacy.

ANDREW X. PHAM


CHRONOLOGY

1945

AUGUST 19: The August Revolution. The Viet Minh enter Hanoi.

SEPTEMBER 2: Ho Chi Minh proclaims Vietnam’s independence and the establishment of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.

1946

DECEMBER: The French-Indochina war begins.

1954

MAY 8: The French garrison at Dien Bien Phu falls to the Viet Minh.

JULY 20–21: An international conference in Geneva creates a provisional demarcation line at the 17th parallel that divides Vietnam pending a political settlement to be achieved by nationwide elections before July 1956. The French-supported government of the Emperor Bao Dai denounces the agreements.

1955

In Saigon, Bao Dai’s prime minister, Ngo Dinh Diem, defeats Bao Dai in a referendum and becomes president of the Republic of Vietnam. He rejects the Geneva Agreements and refuses to participate in a nationwide election, a decision backed by the United States.

1956

Diem begins a crackdown on the Viet Minh and other dissidents in the South; insurgent activity begins the following year.

1960

The National Liberation Front (NLF) is formed by communists in the South. The Saigon regime calls its members the “Viet Cong,” for Vietnamese communists, though the Front includes many non-communists. North Vietnam begins infiltrating cadres and weapons into the South via the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

1965

FEBRUARY 24: The United States begins a sustained bombing of North Vietnam.

MARCH 8: The first American combat troops arrive in Vietnam. They number 500,000 by the end of 1967.

1968

JANUARY 31 : North Vietnamese and Viet Cong troops launch the Tet offensive, attacking towns and cities throughout South Vietnam.

MARCH 31: President Lyndon Johnson calls a partial halt to the bombing
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