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Hoi An, Vietnam – I was traveling in Vietnam with a friend and Naval Academy classmate, Bob Andretta, who had been involved in the Vietnamese War as a naval advisor to the South Vietnamese Navy junk force.  Bob had been “in country” here for a year in the 1969-70 time frame and had been stationed for the first 6 months at a South Vietnamese Navy outpost just east of here at Coastal Group 14, a South Vietnamese Navy outpost at Goi Hamlet, on the “Cua Dai” (Big Mouth) of the Thu Bon River where it empties into the South China Sea. (The Vietnamese refer to this body of water as “The East Sea” and also, understandably, call the Vietnamese War “The American War.”)
Bob has written about his wartime experiences in Vietnam in an exceptional book, Brown Water Runs Red, in which he recounts both the considerable military action and also his involvement with the Vietnamese people with whom he lived on a daily basis.  In fact, I feel that the most powerful and interesting aspects of his book concern his detailed depiction of the lives, emotions, and general goodness of the Vietnamese.   He had not been back to Vietnam since his departure in 1970, and this trip was quite an emotional experience for him.  He had not known what to expect in terms of reception by the Vietnamese in general, and any former Viet Cong or North Vietnamese forces in particular.  How would they react to a former enemy?  Would they forgive some of the intense bombing or use of Agent Orange which was directed toward them and their families?

Further north in the region around Hanoi we had found some initial answers to these questions.  Each of the Vietnamese with wartime experience (whether as fighters or civilians) had been very friendly – amazingly so in view of the terrible suffering and carnage resulting from our bombs, bullets, and chemical weapons.  I cannot imagine us Americans being so forgiving.
When our tour reached here in Hoi An, we found what Bob had described as a poor, dilapidated trading village to now be an extremely prosperous, thriving cosmopolitan city.  Because I had wanted very much for Bob to see the actual locations where he had lived so dangerously along the Thu Bon River, I made arrangements (with the help of our tour guide, Quan) to rent a small boat to take us downriver to the Cua Dai.  The evening before we were to go, as luck would have it, we met a young man, the head chef at the cooking school we were visiting, who wanted very much to join us because his grandfather had served as a “double agent” in this area during the war.  He had been in the South Vietnamese Army during the day, but also fought for the opposing Viet Cong at night.  Apparently this double agent activity was not particularly unusual during that war – many Vietnamese were simply trying to survive by doing whatever it took to make it to the next day.  We liked this fellow, and certainly could use another interpreter, so we invited him to join us.
Anyway, the next afternoon the chef met us at the boat.  Besides the local driver of the boat, Bob and I were joined by the chef, our Vietnamese tour guide, and Walt, a member of our tour group who was interested in Bob’s experiences.  The weather was cool and breezy, but our boat captain had no problems winding through the myriad of fish nets in the river as we headed to the mouth of the river.  There were several moments of reflection as we passed some of the islands in the river where Bob had endured a harrowing night lying wounded in a ditch while Viet Cong forces were searching for him after the Swift Boat in which he had been riding to familiarize its crew with the area had been literally blown out of the water.  He had also endured enemy fire from the shorelines we were passing.  Now, these same shorelines are far more benign with crops being grown in every available space.

When we reached the mouth of the river, we grounded the boat on a sandy shore and were greeted by a Vietnamese family of three (and their dog) who lived on this sandy spit of land.  There is no longer a Navy base here, and any evidence of military activities here has long been erased by typhoons and the passage of 50 years.  Through our translators we spoke with our hosts who joined Bob in looking at his old maps of the area which he loaded onto his iPad.  The man with whom we were speaking was old and had lived in Goi when Bob was here, but did not recognize Bob’s photo from that time. This family now survives as fishermen with nets in the river.  They graciously allowed me to operate a rather remarkable pulley system which raises one of their nets in the river.
As we further explored the area in our boat, we landed at a Vietnamese Coast Guard station which now stands where much of the base had been when Bob was here.  The two military personnel guarding the entrance were not particularly receptive to us being there, but did allow us to walk around for about 10 minutes.  Much of the surrounding area is now occupied by eco-hotels catering to the tourist trade.  The transformation from Bob’s wartime experience with the villagers who lived here then in a subsistence mode could not have been more stark.

As we returned up the Thu Bon to Hoi An I think that each of us aboard, except the boat driver, was very aware in our thoughts how the passage of time creates such significant change.  We were not shooting bullets at those on shore, and we were not being shot at.  We were now simply friends of different cultures exploring a beautiful river.

I thought you might like to know.
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