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Intro
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In Indochina we have allied ourselves to the desperate effort of a French regime to hang on to the remnants of empire.

—Congressman John F. Kennedy

––––––––
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“He’s not a politician, he’s a character in a novel!” Murray Kempton on Bobby Kennedy. From Robert F. Kennedy: a Memoir, by Jack Newfield

––––––––
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I am a part of all that I have met; 

Yet all experience is an arch wherethrough

Gleams that untravelled world, whose margin fades

Forever and forever when I move.

—Tennyson’s “Ulysses”

––––––––
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So thou, O son of man, I have set thee a watchman unto

the house of Israel; therefore thou shalt hear the word 

at my mouth, and warn them from me.  Ezekiel 33:7

RFK’s words to Tom Cassidy, The Watchman of Saigon
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Chapter 1


October 1951
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In Saigon, tamarind trees line the wide boulevards. The French dine at sidewalk cafés on the rue Catinat. Taxis and trishaws and bicycles fill the Place du Theatre.

“There’s a blonde in his car,” Vinh said, and focused his camera on a black-and-maroon Citroën.

“No pictures,” I said. “Pictures make him nervous.”

Reluctantly, Vinh lowered the camera. “Why is Victor Chong with European lady?”

I shrugged. “He’s a businessman.”

“Making a deal in parked car?”

“In America, people do everything in their cars.” I saw Victor’s hands gesturing inside the Traction Avant, a four-door Citroën with a long hood, sweeping front fenders, and big, freestanding headlights. “Actually, it looks like he’s arguing with her.”

“He has wife and concubine, Mr. Cassidy. Now this woman.”

“The main thing is, he’s got something for me. And Vinh, I’ve told you before...call me Tom.”

“Sure, your name is Tom.” He replaced the lens cap on his Swedish-made Hasselblad. “Americans...so informal. Not like French.”

Another sultry day. I loosened my tie and searched the pockets of my linen suit for cigarettes. Instead, I found a letter from my editor, Lyman Burke. On the other side of the world it was still Monday, a mid-autumn evening in the nation’s capital.

“The afternoon readers of the Washington Star want more stories of the French Foreign Legion in action,” I said. “No one wants to know how the fighting in Indochina affects Vietnamese civilians.”

“You care too much, Mr. Cassidy. News is business and pictures make story. Life magazine photographer told me last week.”

Finally I dug out a pack of Camels and lit one. “Maybe you’re both right,” I said, and tore open the envelope.

According to Burke, John F. Kennedy and some members of his family were flying into Saigon on Friday, the 19th of October. My new assignment was to meet them at Tan Son Nhut airport and file daily reports on Congressman Kennedy’s fact-finding tour of Vietnam. Seeking to boost his foreign policy credentials, Representative Kennedy had already visited Israel and was now in India, a guest of Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Next stop on the trip around the world was French Indochina, a colony presently in a state of war. Censors at Saigon’s General Post Office reviewed all incoming cables, which explained Burke’s reluctance to send a telegram. A letter was still considered private correspondence.

I looked up as a group of schoolgirls rode by on black bicycles. There were all dressed in white ao dais—close-fitting, knee-length gowns with high collars, worn over loose silk trousers. When they turned the corner onto the rue d’Espagne I caught my reflection in a café’s plate glass window. A slender man of average height stared back. He had dark hair, even features and tired eyes—the eyes of a man badly in need of sleep. I turned away from the window.

“I’ve slogged through flooded rice paddies with battle-hardened paratroopers and the story’s always the same.” I flicked a half-smoked cigarette into the gutter. “The Mekong Delta belongs to French forces by day, Vietminh by night. This city isn’t much safer. Grenades rolled down the aisles of crowded movie theaters, boys on bicycles throwing bombs into restaurants. How many cafés are left in Saigon without iron grilles in front?”

Vinh glanced over his shoulder at the open-front bar. “Besides this?”

“Exactly.”

My assistant lit a foul-smelling local brand and shuffled his feet. “Mr. Cassidy, I am second photographer for you. What happened to first?”

“He quit.”

“Quit, not fired?” Vinh waved his unfiltered cigarette in small circles. “You can count on Vinh Tuan Duc! Call me Vincent, name given in Secondary School by Jesuit headmaster.”

“Vincent as in Van Gogh?”

“Father Bernard loved paintings, the many colors.”

“So as an informal American I should call you Vinnie. Vinnie Vinh?” I shook my head. “No, I think not. You are Vinh.”

How to explain? I wondered. Two weeks ago my original photographer/assistant in Vietnam had failed to show up for work. His neighbors hadn’t seen him for days and, evidently, he had no known family. Even the police couldn’t find him. The man had simply disappeared. For the first time I really studied Vinh. Close to fifty, of short stature with black hair turning silver at the temples, he always wore the same dark trousers and white short-sleeve shirt. In addition to speaking passable English, he was fluent in French, Cantonese and, of course, Vietnamese.

I checked my watch “After this we’ll stop at the GPO and run my telegram past the censor. Fortunately, Jean-Paul is on duty today. He’s in love again, a taxi girl at the Moulin Rouge in Cholon, so he’ll be in a good mood.” I lowered my voice. “I’m talking front page news here, Vinh. The French liaison officer to the U.S. military aid program has ties to the black market and Victor’s got a picture of him dining at the Palais de Jade with the leader of a criminal society.”

“Binh Xuyen?” Vinh whispered, and blotted his face with a plaid handkerchief. “Mr. Chong took photo?”

“I’m not sure. Victor’s not a real hands-on type of guy.”

A late-model Hudson Commodore pulled alongside the 1939 Citroën, its V8 engine rumbling with untapped power. The long-haired driver moved over to the passenger-side window and handed a package to Victor Chong. How many Hudsons in Saigon? I asked myself.

Urgently, I said, “Pictures of the American car, Vinh. The blue one!”

While he pressed the shutter over and over, the driver slid back behind the wheel of the big automobile and drove slowly around the Citroën onto the Boulevard Bonnard. In the Traction Avant, the blonde took the brown-paper wrapped parcel from my source, shook it, and set it on the back seat. Then she leaned toward Victor, planted a kiss on his cheek, opened her door and extended a long shapely leg. A scarlet dragon tattoo on her right ankle caught my eye. 

Suddenly, there was a blinding flash and an explosion. The shock wave knocked me off my feet. From the ground I saw Vinh, prone on the cobbled sidewalk, covered with bits of glass, blood trickling from his fingertips. A second, and louder, blast rocked the avenue. The Citroën was now a shapeless blur of orange flames and black smoke. As a breeze partially-dispersed the thick smoke, I saw the automobile’s paint blister and peel. Then the tires were burning and toxic fumes merged into a heavy brown cloud of superheated gases that swirled crazily upward.

I got to my feet slowly and lurched toward Victor’s car but was instantly repelled by the intense heat. As I recoiled, I remembered a story from the Old Testament Book of Daniel about three young men who had been cast into a fiery furnace in Babylon but were kept alive by an angel—saved by their faithfulness to the God of Israel. However, Victor Chong had served only himself and his gods were idols. I couldn’t rescue him. No one could.
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A few yards away on the sidewalk a navy blue high heel shoe lay on its side, the foot and tattooed ankle still in it. I took off my suit jacket and draped it over the lady’s shoe, then leaned back against the white-painted trunk of a flowering tamarind and gradually lowered myself to the ground. Inside the café, tables and chairs were overturned and the jagged pieces of a mirror rested atop the bar. A French sailor in uniform staggered from the wreckage, dazed and wounded, blood coursing from his ears. An unbroken bottle of Dubonnet rolled past the stunned patrons and landed at my side. A small blessing.

“Are you hurt?” I asked Vinh. My ears felt plugged up, as with balls of cotton wool.

“No.” He reached for his camera. “Pictures of damage, that’s the key.”

I nodded. “Sure, get some shots from the Continental Hotel.”

Vinh shrugged apologetically. “One man’s bad luck, another man’s opportunity.”

Now alone with the dead, I opened the bottle of fortified wine and drank. When I heard the bells of the fire brigade I realized that my eardrums were recovering from the pressure. Behind me, a car scraped along the curb, its klaxon cut off. A door slammed shut and a stubby shadow fell across my outstretched legs.

“Monsieur Cassidy, such an exciting life you lead. Who needs a dispatcher when I can simply follow you around?”

“Delon,” I said, and swallowed more wine. “I was waiting here for a friend.”

“Yes, I can see that. Who was in the car?”

“You’re the investigator,” I noted tactfully.

Henri Delon was fortyish, a veteran of the postwar years in Indochina. He took the bottle from my hand and emptied it into the gutter. “Why should I bother to investigate? You are a famous correspondent, a witness to history. You should tell me what happened.”

“A car caught fire.”

“Not good enough.”

“Hey, I’m just a hard-working reporter.”

“With sources only dollars can buy.”

I shrugged. “Probably better than yours.”

“Because your expense account is fatter.” In exasperation, Delon ran a hand through his thinning hair.

Water from the fire hoses had extinguished the blaze and a gray mist of smoke and moisture drifted over the rue Catinat. Gendarmes in tropical whites and stiff-brimmed kepis swarmed over the Place du Theatre where the force of the blast had blown metal fragments and shards of glass. Ambulances lined the square, waiting for victims to be loaded for the ride to Saigon’s General Hospital.

“Shall we talk in my office at Sureté headquarters?”

“Air-conditioned?”

“Alas,” Delon laughed, “we are on a tight budget.”

“What exactly do you want from me, Inspector?”

“Confirmation.” The French policeman brushed specks of soot off his suit. “That Citroën belonged to Victor Chong?”

“You knew him?”

“Many people knew poor Victor.”

“Then you don’t need me.” I grabbed a low-lying branch and pulled myself up. “Oh, there was a lady in the car with him.”

Delon leaned down, lifted my coat. “Only a foot and a shoe remain? A noble gesture, Thomas Cassidy.” He let my coat fall back to the sidewalk, patted his coat pockets and drew out a light blue pack of cigarettes. “Our pathologist will identify her.”

“I thought you knew everyone in Saigon.”

“Only the living,” the cop said, and lit the Gauloise.

An unsmiling gendarme shoved Vinh against the tree. “Here he is, Inspector.”

Delon held out a hand. “The film will be of interest to my lab people.”

Vinh hesitated. “Pulitzer Prize quality shots, Mr. Cassidy.”

Delon snapped his fingers. “Hand over the roll. Now.”

Vinh removed the film, placed it in the cop’s open palm. “Can I have prints?”

“They’re evidence. Forget about them.” Delon pocketed the film roll, went to his car and opened the rear door of the black Peugeot 203. Scanning the scene of destruction, he said, “Time to go. We can’t help the firemen do their job here. As for corpses...?” He gave a Gallic shrug.

“You’re a hard man,” I said, and gave him a contemptuous look.

“Cassidy, in case you hadn’t noticed, there’s a nasty little war going on. Hardly the time to play nice.”

“One question, Inspector. How’d you get here so fast?”

Delon brightened. “Once in a while, even the police get lucky. Seems Commissaire Monet was across the square at the Opera House and heard the explosions. He called it in, a Communist attack—part of the daily routine in this city.”

“Not so routine for the victims.”

“Mr. Cassidy, if you will please join me?”

“I have a choice?”

The policeman smiled thinly. “This is a French colony and you are an American, an ally of France. What does that suggest?”

I climbed into the sedan, closed the door and rolled down the window. “Vinh, go to the Pasteur Clinic for treatment. Put it on my tab.”

As my photographer shuffled away, I surveyed the street through the police car’s dirty windshield. A pall of smoke hung over the rue Catinat and Place du Theatre and the air smelled of burning rubber and gasoline fumes. Shattered glass littered the sidewalk in front of a boutique near the gutted car.

Delon sat in front next to the police driver and said over his shoulder, “Welcome to Vietnam.
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As the gendarme steered the Peugeot past the scorched hulk of Victor’s automobile, I turned back to look at the twisted remains. The vertical radiator grille was blackened, the bulbous headlamps had melted, the windows were gone, and the two-tone paint was stripped down to bare metal, leaving a shell not unlike that of a giant eviscerated beetle.

“Turn right,” Delon instructed the driver, and dropped his cigarette out the window.

“Sureté offices are on the rue Catinat,” I pointed out.

“Change of plans. There’s nothing like a leisurely drive through the Paris of the East, don’t you agree?”

“Inspector, where are we going?”

“Cholon. We’re going to Cholon.”

“Mind telling me why?”

“The villa of your late associate is located there, behind St. François Xavier’s Church.”

“Pull over,” I told the driver. “Stop the damn car!”

“While Jean-Claude is in uniform, he takes orders from me. You ought to try and see things from my perspective, Cassidy. Victor was one of your regular sources.”

“And yours.”

“Not the French Sureté. I never worked with him.”

“Look, Inspector, I’m not your partner.”

“Cassidy, I’ve read your file. You were a military policeman in the war. Also, you served in Japan during the Occupation as an MP. So you should keep an open mind.”

“You’ve no right to maintain a file on me. I’m an American citizen!”

Delon sighed heavily. “I know what you are...a man as dedicated to his work. As am I. But don’t be naïve. I do have the right.” The policeman lit another Gauloise. “You cover Vietnam only with the permission of the colonial government, just as French journalists must obtain credentials to report on events in American-controlled territories.”

I gave up arguing and watched bicycles, pedal-trishaws and delivery vans jostle for position on the boulevard. Business as usual until eleven o’clock when shoppers, store owners, retail and administrative workers streamed out of the commercial district and headed home to quiet residential neighborhoods for long lunch breaks—a respite from the fierce midday heat. After passing the railway station, Jean-Claude cut over to the rue du Colonel Grimaud and drove alongside the southern tracks of the Chemin de Fer de l’Indochine.

Then we were into Cholon, Saigon’s Chinatown, a place of weathered shophouses and narrow streets, where merchants labored under wood-bladed ceiling fans, selling gold jewelry and jade, herbal medicines, rubber sandals, and all manner of dry goods. Red-lacquered ducks and chunks of pork dangled from aluminum hooks in meat shop windows. In addition, there was a pungent, pervasive aroma of charcoal, incense and human waste. The air felt hot and moist with the promise of rain.

Behind St. François Xavier’s, the driver turned onto a street of whitewashed villas with orange tile roofs. A submachine gun-toting gendarme stood guard outside the high stucco walls of Victor Chong’s residence. Delon got out of the car, dropped his half-smoked
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