Chapter 1

The first meeting


The the rows of tamarind trees seemed to dance in the blustery wind on 16th Street; they staggered with every gust and the little dried leaves looked like swarms of yellow honey bees chasing each other, creating a tumultuous clatter on the street.  It was a  weekday night at the end of Spring 1959.  The area surrounding the Tan Sa Chau Church, near Alexander de Rhodes’ tomb in Saigon was empty. From time to time, a few rays of light coming from Truong Minh Ky Street passed through, casting a dim light on some areas of the church and leaving others in the dark shadows.  On the other side of the street, opposite where the church stood, a group of people loitered in the shadows.  It seemed that like my group, they were also waiting for someone.

We waited until 8:15pm when a civilian jeep finally appeared.  It slowly advanced in our direction up 16th Street, parking in the shadows of a restless tree near the church. A silhouette emerged from the jeep and walked towards the church. We remained silent, gravely understanding that this was the person we had been waiting for. We could only see that the person was wearing a dark gray military shirt and felt hat. He went into Father Khue's rectory near the church entrance. About 10 minutes later, an altar server came out and invited us in. Father Khue did not introduce us to the stranger so we simply greeted him with a bow. 

After asking Father Khue for permission to use an upstairs studio, he turned to us with a heavy Central Hue accent and said, “Please come upstairs!”


We looked at one another and without a word, followed him upstairs in succession.  There were eight of us seated in the room including my distant uncle. I didn't understand why he was present. Most of us were in our 20s; my uncle was different not only in age, but also in his noble manner, almost like an elder statesman. His very presence seemed to make the Hue stranger uneasy. He looked at my uncle, wanting to ask something, but hesitated. Perhaps after seeing this, my uncle stood up, and they both went to the balcony for a brief moment. After that my uncle went downstairs.


A week prior to this, my brother came home from the city and called me perplexed, “Uncle Thuong wants you to come by because he needs you for something.”

Uncle Thuong has always been someone I admired, not just because he was the same age as my father, but because of his profound and vast intellect, encyclopedic knowledge, and his broad social network in the community. Therefore I immediately hurried to his house.


After thoughtfully inquiring about school and my upcoming exams, he added, with his brightening eyes gleaming more every minute: “At the moment, Phu Tong Thong
 has a presidential department hosting a special training session with admittance for just 10 people. The 10 people accepted for training must have strength and might. If you'd like, I could recommend you for enrollment to this program.”


After all these years in school, chaffing the bottom of my pants on school chairs, this practical opportunity really excited me. It made me think about philosophy and the world’s ideology: In this society, boys aimlessly become adults, get married, have children, get old, fall into sickness and then… die.....entering into life empty handed and leaving empty handed… On the other hand I was influenced by Confucian scholar and elder statesman Nguyen Cong Tru’s whose ideology emphasized an active life style of meaningful action.

My thoughts reeled and my veins were vibrating with the music of my youth and the moment he asked if I wanted to be recommended, I jumped at the opportunity and accepted.


The next day my uncle introduced me to Father Mai Ngoc Khue. The priest interrogated me extensively about my life, family, and my opinions on society and the country itself.  He was attentive, especially when my uncle told him that ever since I was a child, I had practiced martial arts. He appeared to be impressed with me and said, ”So you are a well rounded person with both literary and physical training, both a scholar and a warrior”!  My face turned crimson as he flattered me. 


We said our goodbyes and on our way home, I asked my uncle if he knew anything about this special class.  My uncle was only an acquaintance to Father Khue through their numerous conversations about politics and current events, and knew little regarding the training. 


The stranger from Hue looked at me with a friendly and sympathetic smile, while opening his black briefcase. He then looked at all of us with a serious expression, and loudly said: “All of you have been highly recommended for this training session. I am honored and confident about the choices. So please fill out this form first of all.”


He handed us the form while explaining how to complete it. It was a pretty standard form with two additional categories:

1. Our philosophical thoughts and aspirations

2. A list of 3 close friends, including their names, ages, and addresses.

About an hour later, when we had finished our tasks, he added, “Go home and tell your family and friends that you are preparing to leave for training, Youth of the Republic, everyone must wait at home! I will contact each of you individually at the address you provided. If you have to leave your house for an important matter, leave a note with someone at home, stating where you are going and when you will be back. Initially, you have been recommended by a third party, but now you are forbidden to tell them whether or not you have been accepted. If the person who recommended you asks, just say that you are still waiting, and that no one has called yet.”


It was 10:30 pm when we left to go home. My uncle had already departed, and Father Khue was in his chamber for prayers. As I said goodbye to the Hue man, he approached me and said: “Binh, please follow me to the car for a little chat”.  I was a bit surprised, but I imagined that perhaps it had to do with the recommendation of Father Khue or my uncle.


We got to 16th Street, relaxed; he walked next to me, tapped my shoulder in a friendly manner and asked about my life and my studies, etc... and finally said:


“I have a lot of affection and confidence in you. Thus, I would like you to recommend a very close friend of yours, with a perspective similar to yours.”


As an impulsive and high spirited young man, I felt very proud hearing these words; I immediately thought about my friend Nguyen Vinh Ly, from Chasseloup Laubat High School. He had just recently completed the first part of his baccalaureate and also had ideologies and dreams parallel to my own.


After writing down Ly's address, he put his hand on my shoulders again and in a tender voice, said: “I will personally go and see Ly myself. Now you go home and we shall meet again.”


On my way home, for the rest of the evening, before going to bed, I kept thinking about what had happened that night at Tan Sa Chau Church. Although I didn't know much about the training session, but what I had seen and heard made me fantasize endlessly about an exciting future. I fell asleep late that night.


Very early the following morning, I biked to Ly's house in Da Kao Cau quarter. I told him about the previous night's events, and also about my recommendation of him to the stranger. Ly was thrilled and asked questions that I couldn't answer: “What kind of training is this? Where are we training? How long is the program? What do we do after we’re done training?”  Ly trusted me so he agreed to wait patiently for the Hue visitor.  I advised Ly, “When you talk to him, try to dig around and ask him questions, and hopefully you’ll get more answers.”


Around 10 days later, Ly came to my house to let me know that he had met the visitor and had filled out the form with his personal information. When he asked for the man's name, he was told to call him Huong (which I expected to be fake). Moreover, Ly did not have any additional information that I had not learned already.


We waited for more than a month. Perhaps it was the time it took to get the session organized and ready, or perhaps people secretly visited our neighborhoods to investigate our personal lives.


One evening, Ly came to my house, heartened, “Mr. Huong asked that you come to my house to sleep tonight because at 8 tomorrow morning (April 28), he will come to get us for the training session. We need to prepare our clothes and necessities for one week.”


We were both excited and chatted about it for a long time. Our hearts were fluttering about, and we could not come to any logical conclusion about the unknown. That night at Ly's house, we slept side by side in his tiny attic, chatting in whispers, and then slowly fell asleep, dreaming about our future.
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