BLACK STEEL

Author’s expressed feelings

To my dearest readers and listeners,

After much contemplation and reflection, I feel compelled to clarify my true age. Due to the wartime of our country from 1945 to 1975, many people's documents do not represent true birth dates. I am no different. Since 1955, all my identification shows February 1938 as my birth date, but in actuality I was born in February of 1933.Therefore, when I went undercover for an assignment in North Vietnam in May of 1962, I was 29, not 24 as stated in this memoir.

Lastly, I pray to my forefathers from the past as well as today, from east to west that the knowledge, philosophy and the ideas easily flowing from one generation to the next, will each polish and edit the ideas in every aspect of life until eventually the best are the only ones left standing – the politics, the culture, the military, society, and even the economy itself. 

I pray to their sacred souls, 

their perfume and eternal beauty,

their cultural essence,

their ghosts,

which lurk in each and every line of the Black Steel memoir.

Forthwith, this humble simple generation, appearing and disappearing, is shared more or less.

Boston 2/2011

Aspirations for the reprinting of Thep Den

In 1985, I finished Black Steel (Thep Den) Vietnamese language volumes I and II. Two years later the two volumes were published. Five years later, Thep Den III came to life. Fifteen years from the publication of volumes I and II, due to my health and the huge responsibility of a family, I stopped writing and withdrew from the literary world. 

Much to my surprise, from time to time, I would receive letters from my readers, totaling in the hundreds. Black Steel had been broadcast by the radio channel Viet Ngu Que Huong in Northern California, and Dai Song Tren Dat My in Southern California. I have been told by readers that it had also been broadcast by other radio channels that I had no knowledge of. In recent years I made Thep Den available on cassette tapes and CDs.

I am honored for such positive responses and asked myself why Thep Den had been so well received. Prior to and after this memoir, there have been many books about life in prison and the current situation, with many secrets revealed, and many episodes of the ordeals of the country told by high-ranking officers. These themes have also been developed by well known writers, without whose talent, it would be difficult to understand such situations, and especially the torment and extreme emotions. On the other hand, I am just a naive spy who had been caught trying to accomplish a small mission. I had never written anything before, and apart from Thep Den, I have not produced anything valuable. I asked my friends why my memoir had received such positive reactions, and why it had received a variety of different comments. In the end, perhaps, in addition to its literary and cultural elements, its plain and ordinary, yet truthful details have drawn the readers' interest for over a decade.  One reader sent a letter correcting the house number in Hang Bac (Silver Street). Another claimed to be a certain Lieutenant Colonel's wife who gave me the details of a particular day, etc... Many other readers asked how Ms. Van was doing now.

If the readers wanted to know a little about Ms. Van, I want to know a hundred more times about her, and not just about her, but about all the people and images of forty years ago. I dreamed of touching the prison walls, the chains used for our feet, and the shackles for our faces once more. I longed to see if Ms. Van bore any resemblance to my memory, and if she recognizes me, or if she remembers me at all. I wish to shake hands and rejoice with those still alive from my prison days, to recall the days we were detained, mistreated, in hopefully the last prison cell in the evolutionary footsteps of humanity in this century. 

I have not been back to my homeland for almost twenty years. But fortunately for me, two young readers, one a young friend, the other a priest, both having read my book, went back to Vietnam and documented my written life with photographs, and even with old video recordings; a couple from the previous generations in Hung Yen of many colorful and prosperous activities. Forgive me if I say that no one would understand the height of my happiness as I saw those recordings. For months, I could relive the past without the hated prison cells and chains.

As an expression of my gratitude to the readers and because parts of the original printed copy are no longer available, I have decided to release another edition that includes pictures (that have been given to me recently). 

To my surprise, in comparison to what I had sketched out from memory while writing Thep Den, the pictures closely resemble the prison cells, the chains for the feet and the shackles for my mouth. Both appearance and measurements are more or less the same. I can therefore conclude that the accurate documentation is what drew the readers' interests and made the story more credible, so I hope to add more reliable details and authentic pictures in this new reprint.

Lastly, I am grateful to the young priest, my close friends, and a special young reader with a lot of compassion, who have all assisted me with this memoir and unshackled a bit of the grievance in my soul.

Dang Chi Binh

Boston, October 29, 2002

Preface

In the Vietnamese Communist prison cells of Hoa Lo, the imprisoned inmates had both feet chained to a 33 inch (65 cm) cement platform. The steel chains are thick and cold, secured tightly onto the ankles, while both hands are tied in the back, so they could only lie on the side. When needed, they must move to the edge of the platform for their toilet needs. Day after day, the feet become paralyzed, and the prisoner had to live in their filth like animals. But they still have their mouths, a limited freedom to whisper, moan, yell, and curse.

Meanwhile, strange and evil devices unique to the Vietnamese Communist system were employed; a shackle for the face, made of steel with bolts, nuts and springs to lock the prisoners' mouth. In this inhumane place, many have wished to end their lives by cursing Ho Chi Minh in Hoa Lo Ha Noi, but the communists were not that quick to kill and came up with this brutal device.

 Nothing is more valuable than democracy and freedom. How deep and full of piercing sorrow is this phrase…!

In the prison cell the author was visited by a tiny mouse, as small as a finger, slipping in through a narrow crevice. Here, where there is nothing else except stone cold metal shackles and the cement floor tainted black with sweat and blood. What could have enticed the mouse? Even so, it came into the cell, got caught, escaped, but still came burrowing back a few days later, simply because it was starving outside, despite being in its free world, in the free world of animals. In prison, it still had a faint hope of stealing a few grains of rice from the prisoner who was chained and paralyzed.

Every day, the author saved a few grains of rice for this four legged friend. This was how he liberated his troubled soul, to share his thoughts with this unfortunate animal, and clutch onto the feeling of being alive. 

This tiny mouse is also condemned.... In Hoa Lo, the author had no other chance of liberation; he was guilty of everything he did, he could only befriend a mouse.
Nothing is more valuable than democracy and freedom. What a dangerous and wicked motto!  *

In Hoa Lo, the author learned about a worldly famous hero from Dien Bien, who laid down the victory flag on the bunker of the De Castrie’s Garrison. He ended his admirable life in this Hoa Lo, like a political prisoner. His sin was to falsely believe what the Vietnamese Communists said was true. That is not worthy of being a sin; his true sin, however, was to raise a question about what was being said in search for the real truth. This patriot originated from a petty bourgeois family; he is a reflection and model of many who believed in the Party, who were stuck between the Party's propaganda and its actions. At this realization, they become enemies of the party, and were crushed into silence, disappearing into nothing. 

In Hoa Lo, silence is the most fearful thing. Living in silence is dying, where everything appears gloomy with the fetid stench of the graveyard. And, the difference between this ghoulish life and a calm death is that faint breath in cell unit 7, otherwise no one would realize that you are gone. Because of this, how would one hear and see death when surrounded by living devils?

For this reason, without being told, the author, through signs left on the wall, learned that this place had held Thuy An, a female writer once famous for reporting the death of revolutionary Do Dinh Dao, who also believed in the communist system. In Hoa Lo Hanoi, there were many like that, falsely believing the Viet Cong. They were cadres, party officers, members, ordinary civilians, intellectuals, and etc. They are a reflection of the outside world, under a microscope. They were betrayed by their beliefs.

The author was not like them. He understood the system in detail. He migrated to the South after the Genève Convention. He was trained by Cuc Tinh Bao (Secret Service) of the Republic of Viet Nam, under the President Ngo Dinh Diem, to be flung into the North. He was a spy, one of soldiers who worked in the dark. He was in the North to fulfill some missions that are still kept secret until today. He just accomplished them and was caught. That year was 1962, the time when Southern Vietnam was still lacking understanding of the North. Eighteen years of imprisonment gave him a rare experience.

He survived it all, and saw with his own eyes a reality that is beyond the imagination of an ordinary person. It was like a horror movie put on by many mentally ill directors to portray the entire system of the Vietnamese Communism, represented by life inside the Hoa Lo and its most terrifying inventions.

If the truth is beyond our imagination, it may be because we have underestimated Communism and its evil.

It is notable that the author did not have to make up horrible details. He did not enter a contest to make up the most horrific details to scare his readers. The simple truth is enough to terrify us.

The author is not a writer. He has never written anything before, and felt that “he was a failure with nothing worthy to tell.”

He was pushed to write a living testimony for those who were still in the Vietnamese Communist prisons. He must write to remind everyone that under the sunrays, there is still a dark and inhumane world of Vietnamese Communism. It is a world governed by the devils; they are the living devils. He wants to light a small candle to brighten this hellish area, to close the eyes of those who died and fell for the great cause of the country, to soothe the chest of those who's blood is still running, bearing a grudge against the Communist cells.

He does not worry about how his literary skill is judged. He just wanted to retell the story, little by little as if he was slowly unraveling a ball of yarn from beginning to end. And for this reason, his memoir enlightens us with the horror of that reality. His simple language, his point of view, his self-deprecation, his style, and his reflection on the subject: he wrote this down exactly how he saw it and how he remembered it, undisturbed, making us quake.

More than 20 years have passed. He is peacefully and slowly unwinding the stories of his prison life, one after another… with its lamenting and tortured voices, the rattling chains across the cement, and its frenzied silence; all blaring out one by one, following the unraveling of the thread, as if delaying the world of the dead.

He did not care about his style, but his words of reality shake us.

**

However, the most important element of this memoir is not the portrait of this living hell, nor the survival, although his human strength for survival kept us astonished, hooking us from page to page. The most important point to highlight in this memoir is the miraculous victory of humanity in an inhumane world.

In the Hoa Lo, the author knew that at night there was someone secretly helping the prisoners. Sometimes it was just a brief exchange of words, in a broken voice, or an understanding sigh, or some Chinese medicine passing through a small crevice in the door to help with the bleeding… At that time, only the superintendents were allowed to walk outside. Who was that person? The author never knew. He only knew that among them, there was still someone with a little shred of humanity. He acted in secret only because that person was risking his life on the outside and could be on the inside, easily.

The Vietnamese Communists wanted to make men into animals in prison, the place where they would most likely succeed. But in this very same place, the author survived and saw the victory of humanity, and he concluded that “Communism cannot taint and dye all humanity in red.”

And he was right. His mission was completed, while outside in the North there were still people fighting since the 1960s. A priest, a doctor, a young lady in brown shirt and khaki pants, and many other unnamed heroes were among those fighters. Even the genial peasants, the first victims of the Viet Cong regime, who struggled to live in the oppressive darkness but with bright actions that reflect human compassion.

With the passage of time, the author spent his youth in a savage and brutal environment, and came back intact with us, and was able to live to tell about it in a truthful way to confess his own mistakes, with genuine and careful criticism about human flaws. Was all this not out of the ordinary?

He came back from the grave, and the most lively element in his masterpiece is the human essence that sometimes he feared losing, and sometimes saw vanishing. As a result, Thep Den is a valuable work, not only because of the subject-matter and the circumstances, but the author’s humanist meaning. 

Thank you, Dang Chi Binh, for fighting to exist in this world, to escape and retell the victory of humanity over evil.

(1987 Dong Tien publishing)

The writer’s intimate feelings

Never before had I thought that one day I could sit down and write the story of my life. 

Because of the country's situation, and the influence of daily life, I accepted a small task from the secret service to penetrate the enemy territory, and consequently fell into enemy’s hands. Thus, I have always considered myself untalented, and a failure, having nothing worthy to tell others. Moreover, a number of close friends advised me not to write.

“You need to take care of yourself first. You have already suffered enough. Besides, if you strive to write, your work will share the same fate as many other recollections of prison experiences.  Many people wouldn’t even concern themselves to read it. In this foreign land (United States), the young need to go to school and the adults need to make ends meet and worry about the future of their family. No one has time to dwell on our country’s past. Be practical and find a job; that would be the best path for you to follow.”

Reflecting on my refugee status, I embraced my friends’ advice. I worked for my survival and that of my family. But soon I laid awake at night thinking about my country and life; my heavy conscience tied knots in my stomach. I couldn’t find an inner peace with my native country and life, contradicting memories of my birthplace and existence. The sound of the prison bell that accompanied me for a great part of my life, came back to haunt me like an invisible clamp squeezing my insides.

I am startled by the phone ringing next to my ear and jump for the morning prison bell.

Images of the past continue to randomly appear in my mind: living skeletons on a bloody war-ridden plain, desolate and cold graves buried deep in the forest, long sighs and muted screams in the darkness of the night. I would never forget the imploring eyes of my prison mates on the day I left for freedom, as if they were thirsting for me to write their living testimonies.

I know that, although with little strength and talent, I am much more fortunate than many of my friends who were unfortunate enough to still be in prison. That is why I bear the utmost responsibility, the duty, if I may say so, to write to close the eyes of the fallen heroes and put them to peace in the vile Ha Noi prisons. 

I hope that this petty memoir will, along with many others, unveil the sinister truth about the inhumane system of the Vietnamese Communists, a small candle among the ten thousand larger ones illuminating the darkest night. If the memoir could light that small flickering candle, I would feel elated to have somewhat fulfilled my responsibility. 

As my last words, I am only relating the truth, little by little, pulling my spool of thread bit by bit from the very beginning to the end. For the safety of five to seven people, I had to change their names and their addresses in Vietnam and abroad. Otherwise, everything is real, real occurrences, real names. For the sake of the truth, please sympathize and forgive me.

Dang Chi Binh 


