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Hanoi, Vietnam  – I was not sure what to expect during our visit to the infamous (to Americans) “Hanoi Hilton.”   This is the complex in which many of the American prisoners of war (POWs) were kept after their capture during the Vietnam War.   As soon as we arrived here in a bus, we paid the small admission charge and learned that that we were not at the Hanoi Hilton, but the Maison Centrale de Hoa Lò Prison.  Actually I had never heard of a prison by this name. What happened to the "The Hanoi Hilton"???? 
I soon discovered after entering this somewhat dreary compound (but are not all prisons dreary?) that it had been known as Hoa Lò prison for a lot longer than the American nickname.  Its main history consisted of its use by the French to incarcerate Vietnamese political prisoners during their ongoing struggle for independence.  The structure was built during the period 1896-1901 and was originally designed to hold 300 prisoners.  To construct the prison the French obliterated Phu Khanh, the Vietnamese village which had been here for centuries.  To make matters even more insulting, the French tore down sacred pagodas and communal houses.   Later the prison was expanded to an even larger area, as more and more political prisoners were rounded up for opposing French rule.  In addition to the prison, the French built a court house and a headquarters building for their dreaded secret police. Many of the leading Vietnamese political leaders of the post-colonization period spent time in this hell hole.  It was literally that. The name, Hoa Lò, translates to “fiery furnace” because many of the local shops that had been in the area sold portable stoves.  

By 1954, just prior to the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu, the numbers of Vietnamese prisoners had grown to over 3000. Life inside was barbaric - unimaginable by modern standards. Shortly after entering the prison we saw rooms with life size replicas of Vietnamese prisoners sitting on wooden benches while being held in shackles around their ankles, presumably all day long.  The rooms designated for solitary confinement were even worse.  It was difficult for me to look at some of these dungeons.
After passing through several rooms depicting the French barbarity, we came to two rooms with poster displays recounting the use of the prison by the Vietnamese to house American POWs.  The rooms in which the Americans were held no longer exist as most of the prison was torn down in the 1990’s.  In fact, the area which housed the Americans is now the site of a large 25-story apartment complex and retail area.  However, the Vietnamese understand the tourist attraction of having the Hanoi Hilton, so the poster and photo displays show what humane treatment the Americans enjoyed while in captivity.  One poster had the following information:
The United States government carried out sabotage warfare by using their air and naval forces against the North of Vietnam from 05 August 1964 to 15 January 1973.  Thousands of planes were shot down and hundreds of United States pilots were arrested by the North army and people.  Some of them were imprisoned here.  During the war the national economy was having difficulties, but the Vietnamese government created the best living conditions that they could for the US pilots.  They had a stable life during their temporary detention periods.   Some of the pictures and objects in these two exhibition halls show details of US pilots’ lives when they were imprisoned at Hoa Lò prison.

One of the photos shows the prisoners playing volleyball; three others show a basketball game in progress. Of course, what is not shown are the torture and interrogation techniques which were used on the Americans, including long periods of solitary confinement.  Severe torture methods were commonly used, including beatings, food and sleep deprivation, food laced with animal defecation, and other forms of physical abuse.  Perhaps this is somewhat more understandable, considering the North Vietnamese argument that the Americans were being treated better than many of their own captured soldiers in prisons in South Vietnam.  Also in view of the dire living conditions of the citizens of Hanoi while they were regularly being bombed by American forces, it is perhaps understandable that there was not a lot of sympathy for the U.S. airmen who were causing all the misery.
I left the prison feeling depressed.  War erases most rules of civilized behavior.  Probably the only reason why the American prisoners were even being kept alive was for propaganda purposes and to gain concessions during any future peace talks.  War is indeed hell.  There are few rules, and the victors are the ones who write the history of these conflicts.  To the men who languished in this hell hole, both Vietnamese and American, I felt a sense of sorrow.
I thought you might like to know.
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