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Introduction
VIETNAM: a nightmare land where American boy soldiers were
assailed by faceless, ruthless guerillas; a symbol of hardline
Communism, where the Party brooks no dissent and cuts itself off
from the mainstream of the world; a country so forbidding that
thousands of 'boat people' have risked their lives in flimsy craft on
the open seas to escape it.
These are the standard images of Vietnam which most people in
the West carry in their minds. Anyone who had actually been there,
however, would carry back with them an entirely different set of
impressions.
Vietnam: a land of quite staggering beauty. The luminous green
of the paddy fields in the Red River Delta, where conical-hatted
farmers stoop to their timeless, back-breaking labour. The
spectacular coastline and long white beaches around Danang and
Nha Trang, untouched by the tourist hordes that have poured into
other coastal areas of South-East Asia. Ha Long Bay, with brownsailed junks serene against a backdrop of hills that interlock and
counterpoint in delicate shades of grey and green, the farthest ones
gently merging with a misty sky.
Vietnam: a country that fought bravely for its independence
throughout four decades against the Japanese, the French, and
finally against the Americans. It still bears the scars of the last of
those wars: in the military debris littering its parks and roadsides,
the unexploded mines which continue to kill or maim unsuspecting
peasants; in an environment ravaged by the spraying of defoliating
chemicals like Agent Orange, from the effects of which whole
regions struggle to recover; and, most important of all, in its
enforced isolation from the rest of the world, from the trade and aid
that would have allowed it to recover from the rigours of war and
make a fresh start.
Vietnam: an economy which has thrown off its 'Marxist-Leninist'
straitjacket and tried to adjust to the free market, with almost no
help from Western powers, who have rewarded other converts such
as China, the Soviet Union and Poland. A former importer of food
which is now one of the world's leading exporters of rice. A
Communist country that sees arch-capitalists like South Korea as
potential models.
Yet even these alternative images are not enough to give a full
sense of the modern Vietnam. The best place to start is with the
people. The world still sees the Vietnamese as hostile, a legacy of
the US-Vietnam War. It is hardly surprising that young American
soldiers, caught in a maze of paddy fields and jungles, wondering
where the next guerilla attack would come from, seeing every local
as a potential enemy, should have conceived of the Vietnamese as
threatening. But the present-day reality is far from that grim
stereotype.
The Vietnamese have much in common with other Asian peoples.
They value dignity and hard work. They have a strong sense of
pride in their own 5,000-year history and independent cultural
traditions. And, despite the Stalinist years when petty commerce
was forbidden, they are natural entrepreneurs: whereas ten years
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ago Hanoi's streets were lifeless and drab, the narrow streets north
of Hoan Kiem Lake are now a riot of colour and commercial bustle.
But what sets the Vietnamese apart is their history of suffering
and the awesomely generous way in which they deal with that
legacy. In adversity they have always knuckled down to the task at
hand, just as the peasant farmers, who make up the vast majority of
the population, have always stoically endured the impact of
typhoon or flood. But after such a catastrophe as the long war with
the United States, you would expect to find a well of bitterness particularly since that war has been continued relentlessly by other,
economic, means.
Instead, Western visitors to Vietnam are usually humbled by the
warmth with which they are received. Again and again, ordinary
Vietnamese people - even those who lost children or spouses in the
conflict - will tell you that all they want is to be left alone to live in
peace. As you travel through the country from the northern hills to
the Mekong Delta in the south, people in the fields and streets
convince you that their dearest wish is to open up to the world - to
make friends even of those who still regard them as enemies.

Mekong Delta. Some experts maintain that this fertile region could
produce enough rice to feed the whole of the country, given
adequate investment in irrigation schemes and improved
agricultural technology. At present, only 32 per cent of the arable
land is irrigated.
Besides its fertile agricultural land, Vietnam's other great assets
are its mineral deposits. There are major coal reserves, of highquality anthracite, particularly in the northern coastal province of
Quang Ninh. Coal production at present levels could continue for
over 400 years. Oil and gas reserves, including offshore fields, are
now being explored and production is increasing rapidly with
significant foreign investment. Important quantities of bauxite, iron
ore and apatite (used for production of phosphate fertilisers) are
known to exist. Other smaller amounts of rare minerals - gold,
nickel, mercury - occur but none as yet are fully exploited. Vietnam
is endowed with a rich potential and an economically
strategic location in a vibrant part of the world.

Facts and figures
Land area:
Cultivated area:
Population (1991):
Population growth:
Population density:
Life expectancy:
Urban population:
Ethnic groups:
Income per person:
Occupations:
Adult literacy rate:
Health:
Basic foods:
Main exports:
Main imports:
Currency:

330,363 sq km (1.4 x the size of UK)
89,833 sq km (27%) [Food crops: 70,911 sq km (21%)]
67 million (UK 57.1 million): 49.6% under 20 years old
2.1% per year (1979-89)
203 / sq km
62 years (1988) (UK 75)
20% of total (UK 92%) Hanoi: 3.1 million (1989)
Ho Chi Minh City: 3.9 million (1989) Haiphong: 1.4 million (1989)
Kinh (lowland Vietnamese) 87%, Tay 1.8%, Thai 1.6%,
Hoa (ethnic Chinese) 1.4%, Khmer 1.4%, 49 other groups 6.8%
US$150-200 (UK $10,420)
Agriculture/forestry/fishing: 72%, Industry: 14%,
Trade and supply: 6%, Administration and service: 8%
82%; Male 88%, Female 80%.
Infant mortality (under 1 yr): 45-50/1000;
3.6 doctors per 10,000 population (UK 15/10,000)
Rice - average consumption 0.46 kg/day
Rice, timber, coal, coffee, rubber, crude oil
Oil products, fertilisers
Dong, early 1992 US$1 = about 11,000 Dong

''Sources Sample re&ults of 1&8S V>etniam'Cen$tis; The Situation of Women and Children, UNICEF 1990; Report on the
Szommy of Vietnam UNDP 1990; Economist Intelligence Unit; 'Statistical data of the SR Vietnam 1976-89.

support the Viet Minh continued to fight the Japanese until 1945 at which point they marched into Hanoi and declared the
independence of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. However, no
sooner was the Second World War over than the French attacked
the Viet Minh, helped in the South by the British, who had been
given temporary responsibility for the region and believed the
former colonial authority should be restored. The French return
forced the Viet Minh back into the hills and a long war ensued - the
first Indochina War lasted nearly nine years. Ho Chi Minh's
guerillas were backed after 1949 by newly-Communist China, while
the French war effort was paid for by a US now agonising about
Communist expansion.
Frustrated that guerilla warfare never allowed them to use their
superior firepower, the French decided in 1954 to lure the Viet Minh
into a battle at Dien Bien Phu, a valley near the Laotian border. But
the Viet Minh mobilised an army twice as big as expected, and
• hauled heavy artillery to the top of the steep hills surrounding the
valley, something the French had considered impossible. After 55
days of intense bombardment, Viet Minh troops over-ran Dien Bien
Phu and the French colonial period was over.

Ho Chi Minh
Ho Chi Minh is one of the key figures of the twentieth century. The
first President of an independent Vietnam, he led the resistance to
the French, Japanese and Americans, and is still considered the
father of the nation, referred to affectionately, even by opponents of
Communism, as Bac Ho ('Uncle Ho').
Born Nguyen Sinh Cung in 1890, in Nghe An, Vietnam's poorest
province, Ho left the country at the age of 21 as a galley boy on a
French freighter. After three years at sea he worked as a cook in
New York and London, beginning a lifetime habit of changing his
name to mark each new phase. In London he was Nguyen Tat
Thanh, but in Paris, where he spent six years, he marked a new
political commitment by calling himself Nguyen Ai Quoc ('Nguyen
the Patriot'). He joined the Communist Party and travelled to
Moscow in 1924, where he was known as Comrade Linh; and from
this point onwards, Ho's life was completely dedicated to freeing
Vietnam from colonial rule.
In Canton, for the next three years he was Ly Thuy, a mobiliser of
Vietnamese students, while in 1928 he was with Vietnamese
dissidents in Thailand, shaven-headed and wearing the saffron
robes of a Buddhist monk, and using the name Thau Chin. In 1930
he assembled rival factions in Hong Kong and launched the
Vietnamese Communist Party. He was arrested and imprisoned, but
escaped by persuading a guard to report him dead.
He spent the 1930s drifting between China and the Soviet Union,
awaiting the right moment. It was a lonely life, dedicated to a
dream distant in both geography and time. He was once found on a
bridge over the Seine in Paris musing on what might have been:
'I always thought I would become a scholar or a writer, but I've
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The idealised image of Ho Chi
Minh still presides over public
places and private homes alike.

