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16 May 2013.  “Film movements in all countries begin with 
the documentary,” said Mr. Khuong Than Hy.  
We were gathered in an auditorium at the Film Art Re-
search and Archive Center, Ho Chi Minh City (7 Phan Ke 
Binh Street)—a contingent of eight undergraduate stu-
dents and three faculty members from Hendrix College 
in Conway, Arkansas, U.S.A.; four peers from Can Tho Uni-
versity in Viet Nam; the Center’s director and staff; and 

thirty-odd members of the Association of Veteran Film-
makers from the wars for independence. Some family 
members were also in attendance, Khuong Than Hy had 
witnessed the battle of Dien Bien Phu (1954); most worked 
on films between 1967 and 1975. Mme. Nguyen Thi Xuan 
Phuong, the Vietnamese interpreter and medic for Joris 
Ivens and Marceline Loridan’s 1968 film The 17th Parallel, 
had arranged the event. 

That its national film movement began with documentaries 
was indeed the case in Viet Nam, at least in terms of the of-
ficial legend and this assembly of former soldiers supporting 
the northern cause of reunification (national is a loaded term 
in Viet Nam). On 15 October 1947, in the jungles outside Sai-
gon, Mr. Khuong Me and a handful of compatriots resolved 
to establish a filmmaking society both to record the people’s 
struggles and to make films available to as many audiences 
as they could reach.1 Khuong Me, heralded as the father-the 
“Mr. Lumière” -of  Vietnamese film, translated Pierre Boyer 
and Pierre Fauveau’s Ciné Almanach Prisma (1947) to serve as 
an instruction manual.  He purchased the first piece of equip-
ment, a second-hand French camera, and six months after its 
resolution the group had produced its first film.
We heard many stories that day.
Of running projectors by pedal power, and packing and 
scramming when hostilities threatened. Of relying on 
lamps, magnifying glasses, and ammunition boxes rather 
than proper equipment; of developing film under blankets 
or in enormous urns. Of filming out in front of the com-
batants, of seeing comrades killed, of being wounded. Of 
witnessing a bombing during a wedding, with the only re-
mains of the bride and some of the guests the bits of clothes 
in the trees. 

Xuan Phuong shared stories from the filming of The 17th Par-
allel.  Bombs knocked Ivens off his feet twice. Such bombs, 
she told us, basically liquefied the impacted ground, turn-
ing it into something like quicksand. Ivens had to crawl out 
with great care just to reach solid earth, much less to avoid 
touching another bomb. Or a corpse. And both times, as oth-
ers helped pull him up, his ears, nose, and mouth full of dirt, 
his first concern was for the film: “Did we get the shot?”
She also retold a story from her memoir ‘Ao Dai: My War, My 
Country, My Vietnam’2: when the crewmember Kue was tak-
ing the film back to Hanoi for processing, the bombs came. 
He cradled the film with his body, like a mother protecting 
her child. He lost his life. His blood can still be seen on the 
original reels.  

One scene of The 17th Parallel shows the people of Vinh Linh 
assembled underground to watch a patriotic play about 
their lives. But they also, Xuan Phuong told us, loved mov-
ies. They would walk by torchlight to the improvised venue, 
extinguishing them whenever shouts of “Máy bay! Máy 
bay!”— in an eerie echo of The Spanish Earth’s “Aviacíon! 
Aviacíon!”—broke the night. (As his writings indicate, Ivens 
had his experience in Spain in mind as he worked and re-
flected on this new film3). She singled out the film The Light-
ing of the Wind as being particularly spiritually meaningful 
to the Vinh Linh community, as the filmmaker was in the 
auditorium with us that day. Its filming was quite challeng-
ing, constantly interrupted by the war and the need to fight.
Ivens filmed in Vinh Linh because it was the front line, occu-
pying the north bank of the Ben Hai River, which loosely fol-
lowed the 17th parallel demarcating the “two” Vietnams. His 
film opens grandly with a precariously achieved shot from 
the flagpole of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, looking 
south, across the river, past the flapping flag. After a long, 
difficult journey from Hanoi, the crew finally arrived in Vinh 
Linh, where it was on location from 15 May to 8 June.

II
After a week in Ho Chi Minh City, my group travelled to cen-
tral Viet Nam, where we spent two days in Hue followed 
by a week at the Vihn Thuy Commune, Vinh Linh District, 
Quang Tri Province. It was 40° Centigrade the day we drove 
up; the day before it had reached 43°, the hottest day in thir-
ty years, we were told. Our stay, from 20-26 May 2013, neatly 
coincided with the journey dates forty-six years earlier such 
that we experienced something of the filming conditions.
Our friends from the Film Center envied us our journey. Sev-
eral, including the director, came from Quang Tri. “You will 
be walking in the footsteps of legends,” one of the actors 
told us, speaking of the war dead. “Their spirits are real. You 
might encounter their souls in the river.” Vietnamese con-
gregate to place flowers and floating lanterns for the sac-
rificed in the Thach Han River by the old Quang Tri citadel, 
about 15km south of the Ben Hai, where fierce fighting took 
place in 1972. The Khe Sanh battlefield is in the province’s 
northwest corner. Quang Tri province also houses the Tru-
ong Son War Martyr Cemetery for those killed on the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail, and the La Vang Church, where the Virgin Mary 
appeared in 1798 to console persecuted Catholics. Vinh Linh 
itself had been razed—every structure we saw, every build-
ing and pole and road, had been built in the last thirty-five 
years. “It is sacred ground.”
Ivens and Loridan were neither the first nor the last to re-
port from Vinh Linh. Its contiguity with the foe made it a 
choice site and source for northern propaganda. The Euro-
pean filmmakers arrived in the middle of a vicious military 
campaign, with mutual months-long bombardment, initi-

ated by Hanoi. Ivens’ biographer Hans Schoots draws a cyni-
cal surmise on this point:

From this perspective, it is - to put it mildly - remarkable 
that the North Vietnamese government had failed to 
evacuate the civilian population and was exposing it to 
the large-scale American/South Vietnamese reprisals it 
cannot have failed to expect. This of course fitted into the 
theory of people’s war, in which every civilian was forced 
by its own government to participate in the fighting. In 
fact the theory really did not recognize ‘civilian popula-
tion’ as a category at all. In this particular case the popu-
lation of Vinh Linh was placed in a position in which it 
could not escape active participation in the war. At the 
same time, propaganda aimed at Western public opinion 
would stress that civilians fell victim to brutal American 
violence.  

Schoots can’t determine whether Ivens and Loridan fully 
understood the military situation. “What we can say, is that 
they don’t seem to have asked themselves any questions….
The bombing that the inhabitants of Vinh Linh are subject 
to [in the film] seems to come out of thin air.”4 True enough, 
and while the film does get around to acknowledging at-
tacks on the American bases overlooking the river plain at 
Doc Mieu and Con Tien, the delayed presentation until rela-
tively late in the film suggests a self-defensive response.
We ought, however, to contextualize Schoots’ contextual-
ization. As U.S. bombing of the area predated the North’s 
launching of this particular campaign by a couple of years. 
This specific episode of bombardment arguably does rep-
resent a valid perspective of the larger act of self-defense. 
Another propaganda work focusing on the area, the book 
With the Fighters of Quang Binh-Vinh Linh (1966), for ex-
ample, discusses the bombing of Vinh Linh’s capital Hoxa, 
which Ivens’ film shows already destroyed. Children like the 
film’s nine-year-old Duc were soon sent to live in the relative 
safety of Hanoi, and according to a number of the elderly 
citizens of the Vinh Thuy commune with whom we conduct-
ed oral histories and spoke informally, the government did 
enforce some evacuations. The distances and chronologies 
of these displacements weren’t entirely clear from these 
interviews—they could have signified removal from one’s 
family home to a nearby tunnel village, such as the coastal 
complex at Vinh Moc. 
One seventy-five year old woman my group met testified 
to raising her family underground for ten years, from 1965 
to 1975. “During the war, a bomb would explode near the 
house, like only two meters away, and there would be about 
twenty-five people in the house, yet no one died. I used to 
be buried in the tunnels and they had to pull me up. Three 
to four people were buried in the tunnels like that. They 
dug the ground up, then pulled me out.” Just like the young 
women in the film, Nguyen Thi Gai worked in the fields dur-
ing the day, and slept in the tunnels at night. She had no 
clothes for her babies born underground.5

The various articles in With the Fighters of Quang Binh-Vinh 
Linh relate an identical story to The 17th Parallel. They de-
scribe the barbarous bombing by the American “imperial-
ists”, “pirates”, and “bandits”, and lionize the people’s heroic 
and successful resistance. We read about agricultural gains 
despite the bombs, about hospitals, theaters, nurseries, 
and the downing of American pilots. “In the daytime the 
peasants placidly ploughed, dug, and replanted rice seed-
lings beside the craters made by the bombs. Some of those 
huge holes had been turned into ponds where fish were 
reared….Children went to school, with camouflage boughs 
on their backs; they discussed various types of aircraft…as 
if they were playthings.” When a jet roaring overhead sent 
a foreigner into a trench, a veteran of World War II, the kids 
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laughed at his frightful ignorance:  “That was a supersonic 
plane; when you hear it there is no danger anymore; it’s 
gone already.”6 The book even excerpts a February 1966 Evé-
nement article Ivens wrote about his visit the year before.7 
The Vietnamese documentary Vinh Linh: The Steel Rampart 
(1970) appeared two years after Ivens’ film.8 It tells a simi-
lar story but at less than half the length. Some scenes are 
stock footage; others are lifted directly from The 17th Paral-
lel, such as an early shot looking across the river past the 
flapping flag and the following explosion and burning 
house, a shot of an American pilot’s severed hand, and the 
besieged Con Tien (the latter film’s past tense narration ap-
pears to recognize the use of older footage). Both films have 
an underground nursery, hospital, kitchen, and command 
post. Both have people digging out the tunnels and women 
brushing their hair. Both appear to include the same mi-
litiawoman, wearing a camouflage shawl tied around her 
neck over a long-sleeve black shirt. Both films have a loud-
speaker sounding to the comrades across the river and cra-
ters turned into fish ponds. Both have a cute dog. Instead of 
a live performance celebrating the villagers’ own wartime 
lives, this film shows a projector team playing a film that 
includes anti-war protests in the United States. 
The Steel Rampart does seem to portray the Vietnamese as 
more aggressive combatants. It features women firing rifles 
and anti-aircraft guns, not just as leaders and trainees, and 
names one woman, Truong Thi Khue, as a “heroine” for 
shooting down a plane. This emphasis on the women fight-
ers is common among North Vietnamese documentaries 
like these films and the book, and films like Cu Chi Guerillas 
(1967). The American imperialists do have a conscience, as 
they drop leaflets warning of future B52 strikes. For a few 
seconds toward the end, a captured pilot, hands bound be-
hind him, walks between two women, the one in front car-
rying his parachute. 
Director Ngoc Quynh’s most interesting sequence appears 
a minute later. A group of soldiers play a folksong on home-
made instruments, the music persisting as we watch a 
montage of artillery rounds shoved into breaches, of a line 
of babies swinging in baskets, of the destruction at the oth-
er end of the artillery’s trajectory (against Con Tien). 
Babies and sprouting rice finish the film. It otherwise lacks a 
plot, though its brevity, its brisk editing pace, and its musi-
cal score quicken it.9   
The 17th Parallel, on the other hand, insists on lingering, on 
the dragging along of daily life. Ivens crafted his film pre-
cisely to resist an imposed progression:

To screen two hours in which nothing actually happens, a 
chronicle in which people continue nevertheless to be in-
terested, fascinated, that for me…That is Art with capital 
A…Someone once said to me: after ten minutes I’d forgot-
ten it was one of your films. That pleases me enormously, 
that the author doesn’t intrude in his work. Art isn’t an 
alibi to produce whatever you want. It’s also not so im-
portant if Ivens has been able to speak his mind….In a 
couple of years’ time, when the conflict has passed, the 
film will return as a historical documentary. Only then 
will its qualities be apparent.10

Or as he expressed this notion more succinctly: “It’s a very 
strange film. It’s not really one of my films. It’s actually not 
a film at all.”11

One might suspect Ivens’ hand in overemphasizing the col-
lective monologic patriotism, or see him as faithfully docu-
menting the heaviness of the sanctioned message however 
much that message snuggled up with his own politics. How 
else do we expect these citizens to portray themselves in 
a Hanoi-supported film and with local party cadre and fel-
low comrades looking on? Ivens was himself perhaps more 

ideologically committed than some of his subjects: “I under-
stood that to carry out my task: make a film worthy of our 
common people’s war, the film director and his team must 
completely integrate themselves into this war, that the di-
rector himself becomes a combatant, and more than before 
with my shootings in Spain, China, Cuba, I was aware that 
our camera had to be a weapon.”12 Yet we should take care 
to avoid simplification. This statement by Ivens curiously 
situates him at once, per Christina Schwenkel’s framework, 
as a globe-trotting foreign correspondent whose work “par-
allels that of anthropologists” as well as an “insider” docu-
mentarian-ethnographer like his Vietnamese counterparts. 
Schwenkel’s article on Vietnamese wartime photojournal-
ists sensitively contends that 

“socialist journalism”…transcends conventional discus-
sions of “propaganda” and “ideology” and challenges 
commonplace assumptions that knowledge production 
in a socialist context is the “soulless” work of servants of 
the state….[The Vietnamese p]hotographers’ self-posi-
tioning as artists and historical agents, in their quest to 
represent particular truths about the war through a more 
ethnographic and humanistic approach, called into ques-
tion the often dehumanizing and objectifying tendencies 
of “objective journalism” as practiced in the west.13 

Schwenkel, I think, helps us understand Ivens’ pride in a 
film that isn’t a film, in a visual record whose import will 
increase with the passing of time beyond political urgency. 
The Steel Rampart’s brief shot of a uniformed Vietnam-
ese photographer, as a subject within the documentary, 
embodies this doubled position as recorder and recorded 
(Schwenkel titles her essays by quoting a source: “‘The Cam-
era Was My Weapon’”). 
We do experience some narrative lines besides the self-de-
fensive military operation, especially as the film highlights 
the successive generations. It opens with the elders discuss-
ing their displacement and suffering, it then focuses on the 
younger adults engaged in managing the community and 
participating in the militia, and it finally turns to the chil-
dren’s education as future combatants and even present 
contributors to the fight: “Hands up!” they repeat after their 
teacher, as the film ends. And if The Spanish Earth’s narra-
tive unexpectedly loses the Julian thread (after the film 
crew lost touch with him), The 17th Parallel’s narrative unex-
pectedly gains a thread with the capturing of the American 
pilot. It’s as if he drops out of the heavens on any odd day, 
and the film, already approaching two hours, decides it’s 
high time to wrap up. 

III
It was Captain Michael K. McCuistion’s twenty-first mission 
flying his F105D “Thunderchief.” He thought he went down 
on 7 May 1967; he was later informed it was the eighth.14 
It happened just as he hit the pickle button to drop his ord-
nance. 
He continued to fly, leveling out around 5000 feet. Eventu-
ally another pilot pulled up alongside and told him to bail 
out: “You are on fire!” He tilted his right canopy mirror back 
into position (during combat he angled the mirrors so the 
reflections wouldn’t distract him) and saw the fuselage fire. 
He pushed the mirror back, turned down the left mirror, 
saw the fuselage fire on that side, and pushed that mirror 
back. His stick finally went dead. There was nothing left at 
the other end.
The official “loss coordinates” for his ejection are 181100N 
1054900E, in Ha Tinh, two provinces above Quang Tri and 
Vinh Linh.15 According to McCuistion, the image of two pi-
lots going down in Ivens’s film notwithstanding, no one 
else was shot down that day. The Vietnamese organized 

POWs by their capture date, and he was the sole member of 
his group. U.S. records confirm that his was the only loss on 
the 8th. McCuistion recalls that a few weeks before, another 
pilot had been shot down in same “hole,” though he was 
never heard from again.
He had been brought down by 37mm anti-aircraft fire. “Two 
of the other F-105s made strafing runs on enemy troops 
who were approaching the downed pilot while the other 
aircraft, flown by Maj. Al Lesinski…, climbed to altitude to 
provide radio relay to organize the SAR effort.” A-1s replaced 
the F-105s, but the helicopters did not arrive in time.16 Mc-
Cusition later heard from a buddy that someone in Saigon 
cancelled the helicopter mission even though there was 
plenty of daylight left.
After hitting the ground, Capt. McCuistion found himself 
cornered in rocky terrain as a group of Vietnamese ap-
proached wearing militia hats, brandishing AKs, and shout-
ing “Hands up!” One of them slid down the hill toward 
him. McCuistion took cover behind a rock as the other man 
shot off a full banana-clip’s worth of rounds on automatic. 
When he stopped to reload, McCuistion stepped out and 
fired four rounds, killing him. The other militiamen acted as 
if it had never happened. They walked up to the American, 
he dropped his pistol, and they led him away. 
On the walk, one of them struck him from behind in the 
head with the butt of his AK, swinging it like a baseball bat, 
knocking McCuistion to the ground. He couldn’t see the 
man; the blow came out of nowhere. He was unconscious 
for about thirty seconds. He thought he had been bayonet-
ed as well because of the blood covering one of his sleeves.
They secured him in a back room, something like a storage 
closet or cold cellar built into the earth, in a home about 
1000 yards from the capture site. The house itself wasn’t 
underground; it had a roofed porch in the front. 
A day or two later he heard a crowd outside. The locals 
hadn’t mistreated him, yet this new commotion scared 
him. He was brought out to the porch, where the crowd had 
gathered on the sloping ground below.
At some point he became aware of the filming. “I didn’t see 
any gringos,” he told me on the telephone, “Only Vietnam-
ese.” If Ivens and Lorridan were present, they didn’t show 
themselves. As neither Ivens nor Loridan mention the sig-
nificant event of witnessing the capture of a pilot in any 
of their published accounts, Ivens most likely used footage 
from another source.17 Indeed in a 1974 letter to Debbie Litt 
of Detroit, Michigan, he admits to including footage of a 
captured American pilot taken by a Vietnamese camera-
man in a “1967” film. The pilot in question is U.S. Navy Lt. 
Ronald Dodge, who was shot down 17 May 1967 (after Ivens 
departed Vinh Linh). He could not have appeared in the 
found footage film Le ciel, la terre (1966), and he does not 
appear in Loin du Vietnam (August 1967). Presumably Ivens 
has McCuistion in mind.18 
McCuisiton mugged for the camera; he wanted his picture 
taken. He recalled a woman in the front row with bad be-
tel nut blackened teeth, holding a baby in one hand while 
shaking her other fist and shouting at him. All the while her 
baby smiled and waved, trying to make a new friend.
The next morning his captors woke him, gave him a conical 
“coolie hat,” and without binding him in any way walked 
him some distance away. He had no idea where they were 
leading him. That’s when the locals staged his capture for 
the camera albeit without the dramatic violence of the ac-
tual event. The flight helmet they handed him belonged to 
a pilot with a much bigger head, and McCuistion had the 
astonishing presence of mind to pull it as far down as pos-
sible to call attention to this other lost pilot for whoever 
might see the footage.  

Sometime during these two or three days in the house, a 
woman came into the room, handed him an unloaded .38, 
and pointed it at him. He nodded to confirm it his. She took 
it back and counted from one to six in Vietnamese as she 
pointed at each chamber. As she repeated the process, he 
assumed that they weren’t going to report the killing of 
the militiaman, that it had never officially happened, be-
cause an American POW was more valuable than a killed 
comrade. Maybe, he reflected when he told me the story, he 
made this assumption to give himself some peace of mind.
A regular army officer with a jeep and a driver took him to 
another demonstration. This time the crowd started throw-
ing rocks. One of the rocks hit the Vietnamese officer as he 
ran McCuistion back to the jeep before they managed to 
pull out of range.  
The journey to Hanoi took two to three weeks, on foot and 
in trucks and jeeps. 
He tried to escape once. At first they had strapped him side-
saddle to a wheel, then they tied him to the canopy frame. “I 
was bounced all to hell!” Though after he managed to untie 
himself, he just sat there. There was nowhere to go. The offi-
cer laughed good-naturedly. On a later day, when the officer 
was shaving and McCuistion gestured that he would like to 
shave as well, the officer gestured back that he wanted to 
but couldn’t. That razor had to last him the rest of the war. 
“He was good to me,” McCuistion said. “Just doing his job, 
getting me to the next place.”
Once on the journey north McCuistion was subjected to a 
rope torture. It was the middle of nowhere, and for no ap-
parent reason. McCuistion has suspected that the Vietnam-
ese soldier might have just been practicing. He bound Mc-
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Cuistion’s arms to cut the circulation, and when he released 
the binds the blood rushing back was excruciating. There 
was also a mock firing squad. McCuistion was only giving 
his name, rank, and service number, so they tied him to a 
tree, leaving his arms free. Two Vietnamese soldiers faced 
him. He pointed at his forehead with one finger, asking 
them to make it quick. They released him and continued on. 
He hadn’t been particularly worried, as he assumed he was 
much more valuable alive than dead.
The next day they linked him up with a Navy A4 pilot, Bob 
Wideman, a lieutenant junior grade who in his early twen-
ties was the youngest pilot POW. His plane had gone down 
two days before McCuistion’s. 19 
The only real scare for McCuistion and Wideman came from 
their own. They were chained in the back of a dump truck 
along with a fifty-five gallon fuel drum and a couple of 
guards when flares lit up the trail. The Vietnamese stopped 
the truck, shut off the lights, jumped out and ran, leaving 
them in the truck. U.S. jets open up on this target-of-op-
portunity; a few rounds hit it but did little damage. Anti-
aircraft guns chased the planes away. The guards hopped 
back in the truck and they continued on.
Along the way McCuistion forgot the name inside the hel-
met his captors had him wear for the reenactment. It was a 
short name; it started with a G.20

IV
Upon his arrival at the Hanoi Hilton, the torture began. The 
Vietnamese handed Captain McCuistion paper and a pen-
cil to sign a confession. He wrote “Did not” in front of every 
sentence, and returned it. The next morning they woke him 
at 0500. He fully expected the torture to continue. But they 
moved him to another cell, and left him alone. It was sheer 
chance, he believes, that they never discovered his negating 
of the confession. He soon learned that seven to ten planes 
had been shot down shortly after his arrival—he figures he 
owes those pilots for sparing him more torture because the 
Vietnamese had new people to beat.21

He, Wideman, and Major Richard “Dick” Vogel (USAF) were 
cellmates. Vogel had been shot down and captured on 22 
May.  One day during their captivity a couple of East Ger-
man cameramen arrived to report on life at the Hanoi Hil-
ton, eventually producing the 1967 pro-North propaganda 
documentary Pilots in Pajamas. They were particularly in-
terested, according to McCuistion, in Lt. Cdr. Richard “Dick” 
Stratton of the “Stratton incident” (who famously blinked 
T-O-R-T-U-R-E in Morse code while being filmed), and Doug-
las Hegdhal, a sailor who in April fell overboard in the Gulf 
of Tonkin and was picked up by a Vietnamese fisherman. At 
nineteen he was the youngest Hanoi Hilton POW and the 
only draftee.22 McCuistion and his two cellmates watched 
through peepholes as the Germans filmed Stratton and 
Hegdhal doing chores. They were then pulled out and told 
to dig in the garden, shamming their daily activities. The 
Germans trotted over and turned their cameras on them, 
ignoring the North Vietnamese soldiers waving and shout-
ing them away. McCuistion, an avid golfer, held his shovel 
like a golf club to help himself be identified—which his fa-
ther was able to do.23 
Four years after his arrival, doing exercises in his cell by lift-
ing a bucket, he noticed a protuberance in his bicep. On the 
day of his capture he hadn’t been stuck with a bayonet af-
ter all—a bullet must have ricocheted off the rocks and had 
finally worked its way to the surface. Captain McCuistion 
was released on 3 March 1973. American doctors removed 
the bullet, which he still has. He completed an air force ca-
reer, retiring as a lieutenant colonel in 1981 and then enter-
ing a second career as a commercial pilot.

Xuan Phuong’s inspiring work with Ivens led to a new ca-
reer as a filmmaker for the Ministry of Information and Cul-
ture that lasted until her retirement. In the early 1990s she 
opened The Lotus Gallery in Ho Chi Minh City for emerging 
artists. She achieved all her successes without ever joining 
the communist party. In July 2011, the French ambassador 
Jean-François Girault bestowed Xuan Phuong with the ti-
tle Chevalier de la Légion D’Honneur. The certificate and a 
frame of ceremony photos hang in her small if overabun-
dant art gallery on Pasteur Street in Ho Chi Minh City’s Dis-
trict 1. 
Nguyen Thi Gai had only ever wanted an education. Her 
family’s poverty precluded it, requiring her to work at home 
and in the fields and at home so her five younger siblings 
could attend school. After marriage, the war kept her in the 
fields. She never became literate. Her husband was reticent 
about his service—he helped shoot down three U.S. jets, he 
captured one pilot (whom they treated like a family mem-
ber before passing him along, he assured me), and he trav-
elled to fight in the south. In her interview, she gave her 
husband more credit for actively protecting the American 
captive from those who wanted to beat him. He reminded 
them to blame the leaders not the soldiers, she said, “they 
were just doing the jobs they were given.” Speaking for her-
self, she said that “Previously, when I still didn’t know how 
to think, then say for example, the country of Vietnam, or 
the U.S., for example, would be said to be two enemies, but 
in actuality that is not true. We have to say it is just one 
leader, only the leaders, they were wrong, but the people all 
prefer to love, to respect one another.”
Forty years later, in their lovely home in the Vihn Thuy 
Commune of Vinh Linh, just up the road from where my 
students and I helped build a bathroom for a nursery, 
this couple hosted our group to an amazing lunch and a 
siesta every afternoon for a week. Speaking about us, Thi 
Gai observed that “it’s fun, but for example in the past no 
one would visit one another at all. But nowadays, people 
are moving increasingly closer, generally the international 
community in general is uniting together, shaking hands 
with us.” Life is a “hundredfold” happier now.
Their six children have all achieved graduate degrees. 
Among them are two teachers and a prominent artist, my 
friend Vo Xuan Huy. He spent the first six year of sleep-
ing and hiding underground. Recently he has turned to  
grappling with the war in his work. He and I are talking 
about a future project where U.S. and Vietnamese students 
collaborate on a site-specific piece of art that recognizes the 
old Quang Tri battlefield but transforms those hostilities 
into an act of creative friendship. 
Hanging in my dining room is a gorgeous lacquer piece of 
his, a rough black circle on a textured cerulean blue field, in-
spired by an image from his wartime childhood. Sometimes 
I know it as Bomb Crater. Sometimes, Fish Pond.   
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