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A8 Fall: The History and Culture of Vietnam

On 28 September 1966, Professor Bernard B. Fall delivered a lecture at the Naval
War College entitled “The History and Culture of Vietnam,” A few months later, on
21 February 1967, Professor Fall was killed along “The Street without Joy" while
accompanying U.S. Marine Corps units in the field in Vietnam. His last lecture at the
Naval War College is reproduced here—as a memorial to his scholarship—on the
anniversary of his death. It is an interesting interpretation of Vietnamese history
which, in the eyes of Professor Fall, takes on the hue of a Greek tragedy. The reader
should find it a useful perspective to the analysis of contemporary events in

Southeast Asia.

THE HISTORY AND CULTURE
OF VIETNAM

A leclure delivered at the Naval War College

Professor Bernard B. Fall

When one examines the history of
Vietnam, he is struck by its resemblance
to a Greek tragedy, In Greek iragedy,
and in some ol Shakespearce’s plays, it
sceme as Lhough everyone is murdered
or betrayed, the best of intentions fall
by the wayside, and the entire plot
evenlually collapses in gloom and doom.
The vieissiludes of Victnamese hislory
unfortunately bear a resemblance Lo
these wocful tales,

1t is imporlanl Lo gain a sense of
proporlion when  discussing Vietnam.
The country itsell is about as large as
Florida plus Massachusclts, and it con-
Lains almost as many ethnic and religi-
ous minorily groups as Lhese two slales,
One can perhaps beller understand the
war by transferring Lhe operations Lhere
onlo the map of I'lorida. When this is
done it can be seen that the 3d Marine
Division has taken a year Lo pacily an

area stretching from Miami Beach to
Miami Airport.

This comparison may nol be loo
oplimislic, bul it at least cnables the
rcader Lo retain a sense of humilily and
realism  aboul our accomplishmenls
there, When one realizes that we are for
the {ifth time eleaning oul the Seminole
swamps and thal the Seminoles have not
sarrendered after 120 years, he realizes
the magnitude of the problem we are
[acing,

The people of Vietnam originally
came {rom China, I'rom 700 (o 500
B.C. a Viclnamese Kingdom called Nang
Yuch existed along the Yellow River in
China. At the end of this period the
Chinese, who originally came from Mon-
golia, pushed them southward. About
300 B.C. we find their kingdom again in
the area around Canton and Hong Kong,
Finally, in 275 B.C., they appear in the
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Red River Delta. ‘The Vietnmnese thus
have a Long March of their own Lo
remember.

We know all of Lhis from the wrillen
records of the Chinese, ‘The wonderful
thing aboul rescarching Chinese history
is that the Chinese do write, and they
have wrillen for a long time. When the
Angles and U Saxons were Lhrowing
rocks al ecach other in Furope, the
Chinese were wriling diplomatic noles,

What kind of people were the Vietna-
mese? We can at least guess intelligently
about this by examining their language
and its origins. The Vietnamese language
today has a few Indonesian-Malay root
words; it has a strong overlay of Chinese
acquired, no doubt, during 1,000 years
of Chinese oceupation; mul it also has a
(air amount ol linguistic body which is
derived from the Thai etlmic group,
which includes all ol the peoples of
Southeast Asia, Thus the Viclnamese of
300 B.C. were probably part of the Thai
ethuie group, superimposed npon the
Malays that formerly ocenpied the Red
River area,

The French found a preal deal of
diplonatic eorrespondence between Lhe
early Vietnamese Kingdom and the Chi-
nese Fmpire, some of it dating back to
the period between 204 o 211 B.C
Much ol it is perfeetly readable today,
The carliest example of such correspon-
denee is a letter from the Empress Lo of
China to Trien Da, the ruler of the
Vielnamese Kingdom in the Red River
Delta, Trien Da was a Chinese deserler
ind soldier of Torlune who migrated
south and managed Lo become the ruler
ol the Vietnamese Kingdom.

It this letter the Empress noted that
Trica Da had recently declared himself
an emperor and inguired as Lo the
reason (or this step, which compromised
her status in the area. 'Fricu Da replied
that two of his viceroys had declared
themselves kings, thus making it veces-
gary for him Lo asswime & loftier title. A
compromise was Lherelore arvanged by
which Tricu Da wonld assume the title

of emperor for internal usage bul retain
the title of king for diplomalic corre-
spondence. This inleresting exchange
acconuls for the fact that many medi-
eval foreign writings on Viclnam scem
o use the titles of king and emperor
interchangeably when referring o the
ruler of Vietnam. 1L also reveals some of
the problems of being a small country
conliguous Lo a very large one,

In L1 B.C. there oceurred an impor-
tanl evenl in Vietnamese history, In
that year the Chinese invaded Vietnam
and subjugated it, That occupation was
not to end for 1,049 years. At the lime
the population of China was perhaps 50
million, while that ol Vietnam was
something in the nature of hall a mil-
lion. You can readily imagine what
1,000 years ol Chinese oceupalion did
to Vietnamese culiure. To be briel, we
do not even know what the original
Victnamese looked like, We think they
probably looked like the Malays, but
this is strictly an extrapolation. Chinese
irrigation methods, language, wriling,
andl architecture beeame part of Vietna-
mese culture, About the only thing the
Vietnamese retained was the feeling of
Lelonging 1o an entity called Vietnam,
which they carried throughont the years
of Chinese oceupation,

There were several rebellions during
this millennium ol foreign rule. In AD,
A7 the sisters Trung rebelled againal the
Chinese, somewhal in the lashion of a
Joan of Arc leam, and won an iuitial
viclory, only to be deleated in the end,
In A 247 another rebellion was sup-
pressed. Finally, in A1), 938, when the
Chinese were involved in a civil war at
home, the Vietnamese were successful.
While they did suceced in evicting the
occupying forees, the Vielnamese con-
sented Lo paying a nominal tribute 1o
the Chinese to preelude recurring clforts
on the part of the Chinese Lo reestablish
their authority., Thus the French in
1885 did not Leel fully in possession of
Vietnam until the Chinese eelinguished
their tribute,
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After 300 years of relatively un-
fettered independenee, the Vielnamese
were [orced Lo conlend with an invasion
by the Mongols. We still cannol under-
stand how a nalion of probably less
than a million people could gel on Lheir
ponies and conguer an empire Lhal
exlended from Lhe Pacilic to Breslauo,
Poland, bul they did. They conquered
China, the Middle East, India, Russia,
and Poland. They were nol only ex-
cellent horsemen bat excellent scamen
as well, They invented a type of landing
cralt which had two laleral trapdoors
{or discharging cavalry, and they used
them in an nnsneeessful allempl to
invade Japan.

The Mongols, being the vielims of
naval piracy on Lhe part of the Champas
Empire in what is today South Viclnam,
attempted lo congner the Vietnamese
Kingdom as a preliminary Lo dealing
with the Chams. In A, 1270 they
invaded Vietnam in their landing crafl
and defeated the Vielnamese in a stand-
ing battle.

A Vietnamese general, Tran Hung
Dao, continued the resistance. He re-
treated Lo the mountains and began o
guerritla campaign against the Mongols,
which prevenled them from cever hold-
ing the arca sccurely, Tran Hnng Dao
also wrole a guerrilla warlare mannal
which makes inleresling reading today,
afthough it has never been translated
into Tinglish. Aller the Mongols had
conlended with Dao’s harassmenl cam-
paign for 9 years and mercased their
forces in the arca 1o half a million men
{including both Mongols and native
levics), Lhey began Lo lose palience,

At this poinl Tran ung Dao let it be
known Lhat he planned 1o make a stand
againsl the Mongols in the lowlands of
the Red River, and they quickly came
up Lhat river in their landing crafl Lo
sarround and destroy him, As the tide
receded,  however, huge  iron-lipped
slakes appeared in the waler and re-
stricted the movementl of Lthe Mongol
vesscls, The Vietnamese Lhen used fire

arrows Lo panie the Mongol horses in
the confined spaces of the landing craft,
and, as a resull, thc Mongols were
complelely defeated. This hallle was
known as Bach Dang, and, ol course,
the other side is harking back lo il
loday. As the resull of il, Vietnam was
saved from Mongol occupation.

Pring the years following their sne-
cessful defense against the Mongols, Lhe
Vietnamese began to expend southward,
They did so not by military means, but
by relocating and subdividing their cell-
like village units, The firsl vielims of
this expansion were the Chams. The
Chams were a people of Indonesian
arigin who made Lheir living cutirely by
seaborne raiding, In many respeets they
were Lhe Norsemen of Southeast Asia,
Their sctllements were steiclly coastal,
with virtually no agriculture,

The Vicltnamese migraled southward
and occupicd Champa from the land
side. They oblained permission (rom the
Chams Lo till the fields in Lhe hinterfand
ol the Champas Lerritory, Their holdings
continually expanded until by the 15Lh
ccnlury only a few isolaled coastal
sclllements  remained of the once
powerful Champa Empire. Today Lhe
only knowledge we have of them comnes
[rom acecounts by Chinese travelers and
the few Champas villages remaining,

The territory which is Lloday South
Vielnam was Lhen also oceupied by
Cambodians, who al one lime con-
trolled an empire which included South
Vietnam, Malaya, Thailand, Burma, and
Laos, While they were still liquidating
Champa, the Vielnamese were also
colonizing  Cambodian  Lerritory.  In
1698 Saigon, which was originally a
Cambodian town, fell Lo the Vielna-
mese, almosl a hundred years aller
Jamestown hecame English, The Ca Mau
peninsuda al the southernmost Lip of
South Vietnam fcll Lo the Vielnamese in
1757, 20 years before the Revolution-
ary War. By the end of the 18th century
the Vietnamese had expanded into
present-day  Cambodia, and hy 18060
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Cambodia had completely disappeared,
partitioned between the Vietnamesc and
the Thais, Sinee that time Cambodia has
walked a fine line in her forcign rela-
tions. When | was a visiling professor in
Cambodia in 1961-62, a friend of mine
comparcd  his  country 1o Poland.
“Whenever Lhe Russians and the Ger-
mans gel Logether, the Poles have had i
s the same wilth us; whenever the
Thais and the Vielnmnese are on the
same side ol an alliance, we’re dead
ducks,”

The territorial  expansion  which
altended this Vielnamese migralion also
brought Lo Lhe Tore one ol that people’
traditional polilical ~ eharacteristics--
constanl inlernal division, When the
Viclnamese are relalively devoid of
major lorcign enemics, they usually
manage Lo have a major civil war al
home. From 1600 1o 1800 Victnam was
divided inlo a northern state and a
sonthern stale, with a wall called the
Dong Hoi separating the Llwo along the
20tk parallel, This wall is sull in place
today. In the 1780% an internal rebel-
lion developed in Lhe southern half of
the kingdom, and this rebellion served
as the prelext for the first French
imtervention in Vielnam, This sounds
like something you have heard belore,

This internal rebellion is known to
history as the Tay-Son Rebellion, A
group of local relormers revolled against
their conservalive king, promising relicl
from the practices of the landlords. The
Tay-Son seized Lhe capital and Killed all
ol the royal (amily excepl for one
prince, Quang Yang, and his G-year-old
gon, Nguyen Anh. This prince ook
refuge in a Yrench mission, where he
offered o Louis XVI large Llerrilorial
concessions in relurn lor assistance in
delcaling the Tay-Sons.

A French bishop went lo France
with the prince’s son Lo bring Louis X V1
word of the offer. Unfortunately he
arrived in the year 1789, aul Louis XVI
had other things to worry about besides

acc’nirin property in Soulheast Asia.
https:

The hishop and the little prince thus left
emptyhanded. On the way back to
Victnam, however, they slopped al an
Indian trading station, Pondicherry, and
recruited there a privale army of mer-
cenaries who were willing Lo help Quang
Yaung in return for the lerrilorial con-
cessions he had promised the King ol
Iranee. Thus in 1709 Viemam gol ils
lirst military assistance advisory
group—300 volunteers, two corvelles,
and a [ew artillery picoes.

This small lorce Lrained a native
Vielnamese army in Furopean laclics
and the wse of Furopean weapons. This
force, plus the [act that the Tay-Sous
ware now involved in a war with the
northern Vietnamese kingdom and had
failed to deliver on the promised re-
forms, was enough o restore the au-
thority of the prinee. The French
bishop died in the course of the light-
ing, bul three of his companions stayed
in Vietnam permanently.

One of the more interesting resulls of
this French presence in Vielnam was the
construction of several slar-shaped lorls
ol Uw: Vauban type. 1L is amazing that
these men could have that kind of a
enltural impact in such a short time, but
they did. The Tact that they did reveals
a greal deal about the Vietnamese. Their
culture is dependentl to o great degree
upon loreign imports--the  Imperial
Palace in Tlue is a small copy of Lhe
Peking summer palace enclosed in a
larger copy ol a Freneh fori—yet,
despile this, the people never lose their
feeling of belonging Lo an enlity ecalled
Vietnam.

Nguyen Anh, the son of Quang Yang,
Lurned oul 1o be the George Washinglon
and Napoleon | of Vietnam. He com-
pleted the defeat of the Tay-Son in the
south and then proceeded Lo conguer
the north and remnile the enlire coun-
try. Ile was crowned as Emperor Gia-
Long in 1802, and he was confirmed in
that position by the courl in Peking,
which granted him recognition and the
imperial flag that went with it. Gia-Long
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estublished a new law code for Vielnam,
which is a mixture of local cuslom,
Confncianism, and French law,

Gia-Long’s son and grandson were
apparently not impressed with  their
predecessor’s Furopean expericnee, lor
they beeame Lolal isolalionisls upon
assuming power, This isolationism in-
cluded an allempl Lo expel or kill all
Christians, who were growing in number
in Vieltnam, Belween 1827 and 1847,
130,000 Catholics were murdered, in-
cluding several bishops.

This persceulion of Chrisliang
brought abont Lhe first recorded diveet
contact between the U.S, Governmenl
and Vietnam, Tn 1847 the Freneh
bishop in Danang, Monsigner Lelebre,
was abont to be exceuted by the Vietna-
mese Emperor. An English merchant
ship in the hacbor carricd word ol this
to the ncarcst Weslern warship, which
happened to be the U.S.S. Constitution,
then on a cruise in Far Faslern walers,
commanded by Capt. John (Mad Jack)
Percival. Percival senl ashore a conlin-
gent of marines who freed the bishop
and brought him aboard the Constitu-
tion, The bishop insisted upon being
placed ashore farther south in Saigon,
where he was promptly rearvested by
the Vietnamese. The second Lime a
Freneh vessel rescued him,

As | am surc you arc aware, Lhe
persecution of native Christians was a
favorite pretext in the 19th century [or
a KEuropean nation 1o engage in a colo-
nial opecration, They would come in Lo
rescue the Christians and would stay to
rescue what goods Lhere were to be had,
Thus a Wrench [leet, assisted by a
Spanish econtingerd {rom the Philip-
pines, colered Vielnamese waters in
1850 and within 4 years had occupicd
the southern third of the country.

T'he remainder of Vietnam was more
thickly populated and henee more difii-
cult lo oecupy, and administer, Never-
Ltheless, by 1874 the French had oceu-
pied central Vietnam, ‘The French colo-
nial administration was divided on Lhe

desirability ol procceding northward
and completing the oceupation of Viel-
nam, for il appeared at thal time that
the returns of such an occupalion would
not be equal Lo the cosls of adminisica-
tion. Such was not Lhe case in the south,
where rubber plantalions and riee erops
quickly provided the margin ol profit.

fn the carly 1870% a French mer-
chant in Hanoi was about 1o be ex-
couled for his somewhat irregular busi-
ness practices. A young oflicer, LL (jg.)
I'rancis Gagnier, wenl ashore with 25
marines Lo apologize Lo the Vielnamese
and retricve  the merchant and  his
family. Unflortunately, his forece was
insutflicient for the Lask, and he and his
marine  complement  were  massacred,
Franee’s national sense of honor heing
what it was, and is, a much larger foree
was despalched Lo pacily Lthe arca, The
Vielnamese King and the nobility Med
mto the jungle and continued Lo resist,
supported by the Chinese. In 188485
the French fought a war with China,
ocenpied the Pescadores, and foreed the
Chincse Lo forcgo Lhicr nominal sov-
creignty over Vielnam. The Vietnamese
continued their resistance alone for a
time, but their emperor was at last
captured and  deported to  France’s
salest colony, Algeria, where he died.
The Freneh were thus lefl al last in
unconlesled control.

The Frenelh eolonial administration
of Vielnam is a long story in itsell. It
was noi as bad as some ol its ultraliberal
detraclors have pictured it and ecelainly
nol as good as some of the more
dealistic  I'renchmen  thought il was.
Hanoi Medical University was opened in
1904, which is as carly as any Western
universily in Asia, The native intellec-
Luals quickly absorbed I'rench language
and cullure and heeane involved in Lhe
local administration, They also rose
quile freely in the ranks of the French
military,

Deapite the fact that the Vietnamese
very readily absorbed French cullure,
they by no meuns lost their national
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identity. When | was preparing my
docloral thesis in 1953 1 had oceasion
Lo interview the head of the Viet Minh
underground in France. | brought along
with me for the inlerview an mlerpreter,
as my Vielnnnese is nol very under-
slandable. | was surprised to discover
that the man | was inlerviewing, a
Victnamese, could speak only French,
On another oceasion, in the stndent
demonstrations in Hanoi in 1953 against
the French oceupation, the stndents

cacricdd  banners  saying  in French,
“Down  with  French  imperialism.
Frenchmen,  get oul.”™ 1 remember

sitling with a Irench colonel who re-
marked that the Vietnamese were at
least insulting his country in excellent
French.

This remains just as true loday as it
was in the course of the Freneh colonial
oveupation. | recently discovered, while
receiving  additional instruction in the
Victnamese langnage, thal in recent
years, a8 il has become necessarvy Lo add
technical terms to thalt language, the
North Vietnamese have adopled terms
ol Russian or Frenclo origin while the

South Vietnamese have chosen terns of

Chinese origin, This is doubtless a con-
scious elfort to avoid becoming too
closely attuched to cither China or the
United States, respectively,

From 1885 1o 1940 the French were
virtually unchallenged in their posses-
sion of Vietnam, In World War | they
managed to oblain the serviees of native
troops Lo aid in manning the Western
Front, In Waorld War I, however, the
circumstances  were entirely  different.
As soon as FFrance was deleated in June
of 1040, the Japanese began to demand
access Lo [laiphong and the Yunan
Railroad, which would provide them
with an addilional route through which
they could attack the Nationalists. The
French sent a mission 1o Washinglow in
July of 1940, which asked TLS, Seere-
tary of State Cordell Thulb for U8,
assistance in resisting the Japanese pres-
sare. The reply was negalive, and in

September of 1940 the Japanese in-
vaded Indochina, defeating the French
in a place called Dong Dang. A Chicago
newspaper  carried  at that  thne  the
headline, “Who wants to die for dear
old Dong Dang,” which expressed per-
fectly  the dsolationist mood of the
country.

With the Freneh liquidated militarily,
U.S. intelligenee hegan looking for a
reliable source of inlormalion  inside
Victnam. The only one available was the
Communist  Intelligenee network,
managed by To Chi Minh, who operated
his organization from a headquarters in
Nationalist China. He agreed not only 1o
provide our O3S with information, but
also Lo rescue downed pilots in Viet-
nan.

When V-] Day came in 1945, Tlo’s
small force was the only group in
Vietnam capalle of taking advantage ol
the situation, After seizing the arms ol
the surrendering Japanese and sceuring
the abdication of the Emperor Bao Dat,
Ho formed a government which in-
cluded the chiel Catholie Rishop of the
country, Monsiguor Lelhontout, and Bao
Dai himselt as an adviser. On 2 Septem-
ber 1945, o Chi Minh stood on the
rostrum  of the National Thealer in
Hanoi Lo proclaim the independence of
the Republic of Vietnam,

Rather than attempting (o return o
Vietnam immcediately by brote force of
arms, the French sought someone who
conld undercut Tlo Chi Minh’s appeal
and yel be amenable to their control.
Their search led them to a lormer
cmperor, uy Tan, who was both an
clectronies engineer and a major in the
French Yorcign Legion, Tle had been
deported from Vietnam in 1917 after
feading an unsuceessful revolt against
French rule, They now enconraged bim
lo return Lo Viclnam and allempt Lo
organize a governmeni, butl, unlort-
nately for their plans, he was killed en
roule in an air crash, 1t is unfortunate
that the Vietnamese never had a chanee
to choose,
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While Ho Chi Minh was proclaiming
his government, the Allies were occupy-
ing all of the lormer Japanese posses-
sions, including [ndochina. The British
occupied the territory north to the 16th
parallel, and the Chinese Nationalists
occupied the remainder. The French
were at first left oul entirely, due to
their own pressing problems at home. In
March of 1946, however, they began to
displace the British. The Chinese Na-
tionalists, who transported to China in
the interval everything of value which
could be moved, were at first nol
inchined to yicld to the French. Within
the ranks of Ho’s government there
immediately  arose  the question of
whether it should support the French in
demanding the withdrawal of the Na-
tionalists or attempt to use the Na-
tionalists to oust the French. In the
decisive conference on this matter, Ho
Chi Minh himself decided the issue with
the comment, “I’d rather smell French
dung for 5 years than Chinese dung for
the rest of my life.” The Nationalists
withdrew, and the contest for Vietnam
narrowed to one between the French
and the Viet Minh underground.

In late 1946 there was still hope that
the French and the Viet Minh could

settle their differences without a war,
But on both sides the moderate leaders
were outflanked by their own radicals.
General Giap convinced Ho Chi Minh
that a military solution was necessary if
Vietnam was to maintain its indepen-
dence. In France, President Leon Blum,
a friend of Ho's, sent a delegation to
Indochina to resolve the problem peace-
fully. His good intentions were under-
mined by the French colonial adminis-
tration, which sidetracked his personal
correspondence with Ho Chi Minh,

On 14 December 1946, fighting
broke out in Vietnam, and it has not yet
ended. Vietnam’s Greek tragedy still
continues, but we can at least hope that
there will be light in the morning.

BIOGRAPHIC SUMMARY

A professor of international relations at
Howard University, Bernard B. Fall was re-
spected for his scholarship on Southeast Asia.
He was born in Vienna in 1926 and raised in
France. He became a member of the French
resistance in 1942 al the age of 16, and after
the war he and his family settled in the
United States. His books include Street with-
out Joy, Viet-Nam Witness, Hell in a Very
Small Place, Last Reflections on a War, and
Anatomy of a Crisis.

Dr. Barnard Fall with “C"
Company, st Battalion, 9th
Marines the day before being
kitled by a hocby trap (DoD
photo by Sgt. Burch).
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