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Life’s Many Sides

LATE AND NEVER

By TON THAT THIEN

The man who was most pleased about Captain Kuntze’s press conference last week was
perhaps the writer. At last what should be said was said, and still more important, what should be
done was being done. It was naturally rather late, but better late than never. That, at least, is a
comforting thought.

Some of you may have remembered the rather angry exchange of 'views' between my
colleague Tao and I and some Americans who had chosen to remain anonymous (just like in a duel in
which my colleague and I stood in the open field and the other guys behind trees and wearing hoods
over their heads – and yet they were the citizens of the most open society in the world!). If some of
you still remember, I was accused of being 'anti-American' and of being 'a dink' who did nothing but
'gripe'.

Now, looking back, and especially forward, and bearing in mind what the demonstrators
have been saying and doing in recent days, a little thought has perhaps occurred to some of you if,
instead of pulling their guns out of their holsters and pointing them at me, instead of waving the
American flag at me and calling me 'the most anti-American Vietnamese in Vietnam' (I specified
because there are some anti-American Americans in both Vietnam and the United States too – if we
apply the same criteria, I mean - ), those people had kept their heads where heads should be, sat
down, used their imagination, and done a little thinking on the principle that after all, there is one
chance in a hundred that the guy (that is me) was right, worked out the solutions and sent them on
to whomever was responsible for keeping the relations between Americans and the Vietnamese
people (and not just the Vietnamese officials) cloudless, friendly and happy, then a lot of unpleasant
things would have been avoided today.

Do not tell me that it is always easy to speak with hindsight. It was not hindsight at all,
because I and my colleagues Tao and Twist, each in his own way, had 'griped' six months earlier, at a
time when, as some Americans here have said, 'there was an anti-American twist’ in the SAIGON
DAILY NEWS. It has now turned out that it was not an anti-American twist at all, but an attempt to
warn those responsible for the good image of America here (public relations, paywar, public affairs
and what not) that, as the French say, 'le torchon brule' (the rag is burning), and something should
be done to put the simmering fire out before it catches on something else and sets the whole house
(or should we say establishment) afire.

Well, instead of getting a decoration and thanks, all we got was bad marks. Our names were
perhaps entered in a black book, and there was talk of much worse. Incidentally, it was during this
tense period that the SAIGON DAILY NEWS was closed for five days. We lost money, but did not lose
heart and kept right on 'griping', and got some more bad marks: we did not want people to say of us
that 'those guys warned us but warned us too late.'

We have been trying to warn many people, Americans and Vietnamese, about many things,
but it was not always possible for them to read us. If General Ky had read my piece on Ta-Vinh, for
example, he would probably not have such a headache today, and if the barriers had been removed
earlier, their removal would have had a stronger impact than today. This goes for much else.



Before I leave you to sit down and think a little more about the above, may I suggest that
Americans and Vietnamese who love America quit calling Captain Kuntze ‘the U S mayor of Saigon’.
That is really an explosive joke, because if there is a ‘U S mayor of Saigon,’ then there must be US
this and US that, not only in Saigon, but in the whole of Vietnam. That will be the Vietnamese’
inference. And we Vietnamese have at least one big quality, recognised by the French: we have a
very subtle mind and a biting tongue – at least when it is not cut off or boxed up . . .


