Chapter 63

Saigon’s Spy

The day began with a bitterly cold wind scattering leaves through the prison.  After eating breakfast, the guard loaned us a blanket. I soon fell asleep in its warm embrace.  I awoke suddenly that afternoon, I had lost track of time but the rustling of leaves was now joined by sounds coming through the wall of my cell. 

Cell 6?  Was I dreaming? It was strange, for three weeks cell 6 had been empty. Recently this cell block had been pretty quiet. Since 3-4 cells are unoccupied I was surprised by the foreign noise. I lay motionless and quietly listened for more.

“Did someone arrive to cell 6 while I napped in afternoon? Why did they arrive when I was asleep, not before or after?” I asked myself. “Since I had just awoken, the nerves in my brain, still groggy, probably made up that noise.”

I heard a stirring, this time I was positive. It was a sound made by someone on the other side of the wall. That's right, a friend, one of my own kind, alive, barred by a wall just 8 inches thick (the wall between the rooms was 8 inches of concrete, while the front and back walls were 20 inches).

I wanted to find some kind of consolation in the loneliness of this remote silence, so I slowly pulled my hand from my blanket and softly knocked twice on the wall.  Absolute silence, I can only hear the wind blowing, flowing through and rattling the roof tiles. I knocked again twice as a sign of welcome, calling my new friend, who will be sleeping by my side... but, no reply.

“Perhaps my new friend has just arrived and is still disoriented,”  I pondered, “He is agitated or perplexed, so he simply ignored the sound. With a life turned upside down, now in prison, no longer able to care about life, why would he care about the faint knocking noise?”

I empathized with my new friend, I knew well of the precariously unstable mood once life begins to fall down an unending hole, so I knocked yet again as a sign of concern and solace. I became dubious, listening for a response, but it was still silent as if there was no one there. Uneasy and fidgeting, was I dreaming? Or, did the other room have a… ghost? It was just a thought, but what ghost … would be there in mid-afternoon....?


Fatigued,  I turned to my other side, away from the wall. A short while later, with my eyes closing as I was about to doze off, I suddenly heard a loud noise, almost like a rasping thunderclap against the wall, sounding as if someone accidentally made the noise with a wooden object against the wall. I was not dreaming. I swiveled around and lightly tapped the wall. Now I heard a reply, although hesitating, as an acknowledgment. 


In that moment, I was not sure why, but my soul was lifted up when I heard those two knocking sounds. I reached for my horn comb at the edge of the concrete platform and tapped excitedly on the wall to cheer and welcome a new friend. Silence again on the other side. About half an hour later, I carefully tapped the wall twice again and I heard two tapping sound as a reply, as if he understood what I wanted to say.

At dinner time, after taking my rice bowl into my cell, I slowly ate and listened for any new noise. After the warden opened cell #6, the rice was received by the prisoner and the door was closed. I clearly heard the bowl touching the chains, the same way I did. I knocked repeatedly at the wall about 5-6 times, as if to invite my friend to eat. A reply also came back. This exchange of sounds in place of words, created a warm and joyous feeling in me. After eating I knocked again, and again I heard the hearty response. I gave the bowl to the warden, went back into my cell, and lay down. Occasionally I double tapped to see if my friend on the other side of the wall was already asleep or to ask if he was sad. My new friend also enthusiastically replied with taps. Gradually I fell asleep.

After quite a long nap, my eyes popped open. It was late, and I thought about my friend in the cell right next to me so I quietly knocked twice to avoid awakening him. But, there were two knocks as a reply. After another brief nap I knocked again, and again I heard the reply. Surprised, my friend must not have been able to sleep. All night long, whenever I awoke, I knocked, and he always answered. It was almost morning, and I felt sympathy for him, because he did not have any sleep, so I knocked several times with the comb. On one end, it was to scold him for not sleeping, and on the other, to show him understanding to lessen his sorrow. He also replied promptly to tell me that he understood me.

Because our communication was not through words, especially in this isolated situation, in such seclusion, my soul was even more carried away with joy.

The following day, I longed to hear my friend's voice in his conversation with the guard, so I could get some idea of who he was. However, when it was his turn to empty the toilet pot, pick up his rice and give back the empty rice bowl, I heard nothing but shuffling footsteps back and forth outside of my cell. Eager to know more, I waited for cell #6 to open for rice that evening. I put my head close to the floor, and tried to look through the tiny space between the door and the floor. Two pairs of hazy feet passed my cell, one in black rubber sandals
 belonging to the warden Du, and the other in Thai sandals with red straps. The latter’s feet were very small and pale… like those of a….woman, which shocked me. Is the person in the other cell, separated by just a thin wall, who often communicated with me through knocking … a …woman...? 

As usual, I knocked to invite to eat. Finished, I knocked to acknowledge. Now, whenever I tapped the wall, a reply came back immediately. 

As the wind whistled deep into the night I abruptly awoke to sorrowful sighing sounds along with bitter bursts of sobs mixed in. It was certainly a woman's cry coming from cell 6. She was unable to control her choking sobs as if she was begging and crying for help!

I quickly knocked hard on the wall as if to ask for a reason why, and to tell my friend to stop crying! No reply was given, but the crying abruptly ceased. To raise her spirits and comfort her, I knocked repeatedly again a few times. There was a knock in reply, and especially there was no longer any crying sound, as if my friend understood me.

I thought that perhaps, while I was sleeping, I had missed some of her communication. Thus, she must have felt self pity in the silent night, and not being able to sleep, she must have thought about her imprisonment, away from home, as a woman. She was surrounded by deathly silence, enclosed by four cold walls of concrete, and restricted by two heavy black steel shackles, lying in solitary confinement. In such loneliness and emptiness, she could do nothing but cry.

“What kind of crime has she committed?” I suddenly thought, “Had she committed a political crime or a petty crime?” During my time in Hoa Lo for nearly 4 years, I have never known of any woman locked alone in this unlit cell. Here, even in the daytime it is unbearable, although it is worse at night, especially with the continuous rain and the buffeting northern winds that make for sleepless nights, cold and alone, without even your own shadow to keep you company in a tiny dark cell, listening only to the crying, wailing, or screaming of despairing prison mates who are delirious and suicidal. Even men could not endure such a situation; let alone a woman!

Normally the women were housed in pairs. Why is there only a single woman in cell #6?  I had been put in that cell before, and it was there that I had tried unsuccessfully to escape. Cell # 6 was right at the intersection of the jail, so it was slightly larger than the rest, meaning one could feel more deserted. Sitting there, one’s spirit can rot quickly.

As my knocking on the wall stopped the crying, I wanted to communicate with my neighbor, to console and understand my friend, even if I had to find a way to speak surreptitiously while avoiding being caught by the guards. In the past, there had been Party moles impersonating prisoners to extract enemy information and  exploit the prisoners, either by empathizing to deceive, or by eavesdropping on cellmates' conversations. In the end, I could keep the guards from hearing me, but I could not avoid the undercover plants
 who, after investigating, would then realize that I was talking to cell #6. Moreover, since cell #6 is a woman, other cellmates would also want to talk to her as well; she might not want to, so it would be very inconvenient if I spoke. Thinking of all the possible ways, I had to find an alternate method. I thought of Morse code; perhaps my mate in cell #6 would understand. This had been a useful method taught to the Boy Scouts. I decided to try. 
I got up on all fours and using the spine of my small comb and the crook of my finger, I tapped, “Who are you?” Silence for a short while, and I then heard the sound of a spread out hand rubbing the wall like an eraser on a chalk board, as if to say that the message was not understood.  I felt a little disappointed that cell #6 did not know Morse code. 

I thought of another solution......I knocked to state the date of my imprisonment. If cell #6 is intuitive, a date would be given back in reply... Since it was late and cold, I wrapped myself in the blanket and started by tapping on the wall:  “Knock knock!” Cell #6 acknowledged with two knocking sounds as usual. Using the spine of the comb to so I would not hurt my knuckles, I started my communication by tapping 24 times and then paused, then 6 times, pause, once, pause, nine times, pause, six, pause, and twice. I then stopped and waited. I heard the sound of the back of a fan
 sliding back and forth touching the other side of the wall, which made me think that the message was not understood yet again.

I repeated the date, and heard the same sliding sound on the wall. I knew that everything is difficult at the start, if not, it would be ordinary; thus I must persevere. I then repeated the knocking pattern as before. Silence. Sitting on this side of the wall, I could only imagine the other side, where my friend, must have been entranced trying to understanding my message. Suddenly, I heard the back of the fan tapping the wall quickly, and then the sound stopped. And then it started again: 24-6-1962. I opened my eyes and excitedly pounded the wall with my finger and the back of the comb (of course controlling the sound volume and being careful not to allow other cellmates to hear). I was elated that cell #6 understood my message and also moreover she was intelligent! Cell #6 then knocked twice “knock knock.” This sound, not previously established, has now become a message to start the communication. I replied with the customary two knocking sounds to say that I was ready. Cell #6 tapped on the wall: 25, pause, 9, pause, 1965. I tapped the wall with my comb repeatedly with excitement. So cell #6 was been caught for about a month. Today is October 18, 1965. And cell #6 also understood that I have been imprisoned for 3.5 years. I knocked my birth date, and received a date back to indicate that cell #6 was 37 years old, 10 years my senior.

At this point our communication halted. So far, we had communicated with knocks which mean numbers. I wanted to ask for a name and for what reason cell #6 got to this place, etc... but nothing could be done. I was frustrated and mad. Day and night we sat inches from each other but were unable to communicate.

After pondering the situation, I had another idea. This method would take a lot more effort at the beginning but after getting used to it, I guessed it would be doable. Even Morse code is tough at first, but with practice, and even more practice, one would get used to it, it would become a normal way of communicating. In any kind of communication, the system would need the alphabetical letters. Here we would use 24 Vietnamese capital letters A, B, C, etc... So A=1, B=2, C=3, D=4, Ð=5 etc... And Y=24. To simplify things, the unit 10 is given by the bottom of the palm against the wall, while the unit 1 is given by the tapping of the comb, fan, or finger. Therefore the letter Y is given by the sound “Bump bump tap tap tap tap” (2 heels of the hand and 4 tapping of the comb, finger, or fan). The letter K is given by 1 tapping of the finger, and the letter N by the tapping of 1 finger and 3 taps from the comb, and so on... 

 After coming up with this idea, it was now time to make cell #6 understand my method. I know that cell #6 shared my frustration of not being able to communicate.

To initiate communication, I knocked “knock knock”. Cell #6 replied,  “Ready” - Knock-Knock. I started to knock “tap” and said “Ahh...Ahh...Ahh,” then “tap tap” (twice with my comb) and said “Bay...bay...bay”, and then “tap tap tap” and said “Cee ...cee...cee”. I then paused. I listened to the sound made by the hand fan moving slowly on the wall. I then repeated my action. I then heard the tapping of the fan: “tap, pause, tap tap, pause, tap tap tap, pause, tap tap tap tap, stopped.” She finally understood me! I excitedly tapped my comb and even joyously stomped my feet a little. I knocked: 5 taps, 1, one bump one tap, 7 taps; then took the spine of my comb and dragged it against the wall to signify a new word: 3 taps, 8 taps, 9 taps; a long drag, then: 2 taps, 9 taps, one bump 3 taps, 8 taps, a long drag. Pausing for a while, cell 6 slowly rubbed the fan against the wall – she didn’t understand. I repeated my actions again and again until she rapidly knocked against the wall.

Through this primitive method of communication, I found out that my neighbor's name in cell #6 was Dao Thi Bac. Ms. Bac and I were both very enthusiastic about communicating with each other, all day and night, only stopping when we had to eat and to go out to empty our toilet pots. Every night we stayed up very late to chat. One thing I would not have imagined: Ms. Bac was a …female spy from Saigon.

The first 4-5 days were difficult, but soon after that we got used to it and understood almost immediately what word the other person was saying with the tapping at the wall. Moreover, we were able to abbreviate some words that we often used, making it even faster. For example, we used “B” for “Binh” and “Ba” for “Bac”, or “CP” for “executive interrogator”. etc...

Later I was even more surprised to find out that Ms. Bac was a spy of Saigon, as well as of Ha Noi (the North). So was she a “double agent”? I asked if she was and she replied that she was not. There were many more aspects that I wanted to know about her, but my method of communication did not allow me to ask a lot, so I had to wait for an opportune moment and ask little by little each time as she was often away being interrogated.

Whenever she went to be interrogated, I lay lonely in my cell. How strange! Before, for many years, I got accustomed to being alone, but then, whenever she left, I felt as if I was missing a friend, someone who shares my thoughts and experiences, a heart to heart comrade. 

I thought of cell #4. I was glad that my other neighbor was also a fast learner. I explained the method to him a few times and we were able to talk. His name was Nguyen Lan, from Quang Binh province, and he's the same age as me. His father, a war martyr, was injured during the war against France. He was a foreign exchange student in Romania. He just came to Hoa Lo recently.

I, on the other hand, because of my long and complicated situation, I simply told him that I was a middle school teacher from Phu Ly province. I only revealed to him my real name and age. With cell #6, although I found out that she was of the same profession and way of thinking, I wanted to know more about her. For now, she just knows me as a teacher. I could tell her the truth later.

I was suddenly anxious to see what Ms. Bac looked like. That Sunday, the warden named Bang was on duty. Over the course of time I had easily memorized his routine. After he opened the cell, he would go out and sit down at the table. Five to ten seconds later, the prisoner would come out with the toilet pot. Perhaps he wanted to avoid having to walk next to the stinking filthy prisoner with a putrid pot. When he got to the table, he immediately turned to watch at the prisoner walking out. This way, the prisoner could not communicate with other cellmates.

Since I knew Bang's routine and I was curious to see Ms. Bac, but at the same time, not wanting to warn cell #6, I prepared myself before Bang opened the door. When our shackles were released, I leaned on the ledge of the large window above the door. I put my face against the netting of steel wires. This position was not an easy one, as one would need a strong arm and foot support to hold the entire body weight. 

She left with the toilet pot. I must admit that her peripheral vision was quite sensitive. My face was about 3 and a half feet above hers, but she looked up while exiting. Two pairs of eyes exchanged a look without a word. She then immediately looked down. Perhaps Bang was watching her from his table. I quickly jumped down. My head was full of guesses and thoughts about her personality.

She had a long face, fair skin, with a slightly protruding lower lip. On the left front of her head, there was a clump of gray hair nestled among the dark hair that flowed down her back. She was wearing a white blouse and black pants that made her look like she was from the city but at the same time also from a rural area. But I knew that the clothes are just a “cover” for this northern environment.

I was a little bit perplexed about one thing. When she unexpectedly saw me, her eyes lit up as if she just saw a relative after a long time, but a sad look quickly overcame her joy like a black curtain that unfurled onto her face. Why? I could not understand. Thus, when she returned from the bathroom, I did not knock on the wall, and she also … kept quiet. Without any reason, possibly we were testing our level of patience, none of us called upon the other. 

Later, after eating our dinner and returning back the bowl, I knocked on Lan’s (#4) wall to exchange a few words and fell asleep.

At about 10 pm, I thought I heard a gasping cry that was becoming increasingly loud, so I got up and listened. It was definitely coming from Ms. Bac’s cell. She had not cried for half a month now. Why is she sobbing in the depth of the night now? Even someone without a clear understanding and point of view and a conscious sense of politics, would do anything in his power to help and console any ordinary woman in this situation, let alone a comrade with similar ideologies and in the same field of work as me. Therefore, without wasting any time, I knocked twice to call her attention. Silence. I waited for a while, and then knocked again. This time she answered back in fragments gently. I asked “Why are you crying?” She replied: “Sad, so I cried.” I could only advise her to look at my situation, so she might feel a bit better. I had been here for almost 4 years and definitely wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. In any case, feeling sad does not make a difference in getting out of this hell. Through the method of knocking, I could only express a few thoughts, and couldn’t say everything I wanted to. The listener usually needed to infer the full meaning. But in the end, she stopped crying. 

For days and nights we lay side by side encased in concrete and black steel, eight inches apart, knocking on our wall…

�	 made of discarded tires from the Viet Minh area


�	 Ordered by the executive branch


�	 Made of strips of bamboo
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