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B. Fall The Two Viet-nams 1967 

pl48. ••• a total of 448 candidates (including 78 tribesmen) competed 
for 366 seats, while 89 Southern delegates were carried over ••• 

Minorities Policies 
The relative success of the D.R.V. N.'s minorities policies , parti-

cularly in contrast to the policy of outright and total assimilation in 
the traditional manner practiced in Viet-Nam south of the 17th parallel, 
is perhaps one of the brighter aspects of the regime. The war with the 
French had forcefully driven home the point that Ho and his men could not 
survive without at least the passive cooperation of the mountaineers, 
who knew the country and who, unlike their Vietnamese lowland comrades, 
were not intimidated by the mountains and the jungle. Little wonder that 
several VP_A divisions (notably the 312th, 316th, 320th, and the more recently 

~ ~ s 
formed~ are made up largely of mountaineer .~~As in the case of the 
land reform, the Viet-Minh did not let the war prevent it from promoting 
its designs for the future. A conference of 140 mountaineer delegates 
representing 20 ethnic groups met from August 30 to Septemoer 10, 1953, 
int the northern mountain areas. The conference president was Chu Van Tan, 
the Tho chieftain who had become a member of the Central Committee of the 
Lao-Dong and a VPA general. The beginnings of a mountaineer policy based 
on local self-government were elaborated, no doubt with the intention of 
reassuring the ethnic minorities who traditionally fear the expansionist 
designs of the Vietnamese. Implementation followed less than a year after' 
the 1954 cease-fire. 

on May 7, 1955 - on the eve of the first annniversary of the fall 
of Dien Bien Phu - came the establishment of the "Thai-Meo Autonomous Zone" 
comprising almost all of North Viet-Nam west of the Red River and north 
of the Laotian "bulge" of Samneua and with a population of close to 
500 .000, including seventeen nationality groups. In a North Vietnamese 
article, the "autonomous zone" was defined as being 

••• not a separate state, apart from the DRVN (but) on athe contrary 
an integral part of the latter and placed under the authority of the cen-
tral government. However, contrary to administration in the other adminis-
trative zones, the various services of an autonomous zone are recruited 
from among the local cadres. 

In other words, there is almost no difference whatever between a low-
land Kbu or UBHC and that of an autonomous zone, - except that in the latter 
non-Vietnamese mountaineers will be in ostensible control. Thus the UBHC 
elected by a "Congress of Minorities" of the Thai-Meo Zone on May 11, 1955, 
includes ten Thai, five Meo, two Vietnamese lowlanders, two Muong, one Man, 
~nd five representatives of smaller gorups. The titular head of the zone 
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2. 
is a Thai tribal chieftain, Lo Van Hae, and the capital of the z:cne 
is B~n Chieng Ly (Tuan Chau), a small town northwest of Son-La. In all 
likelihood, the new capital site, which has no historical connotations, 
was chosen in preference to Lai-Chau or Son~La, whose preeminence was 
associated with the days of the French administration. Internally, the 
zone is divided into the traditional sixteen chau (counties) of the Thai 
tribal federation, in addition to ~wo counties - Thau Chua and Mu Cang 
Chai - that are fully Meo. But here also, a gradual integration into 
the normal Vietnamese administrative pattern seems to be the aim of the 
North Vietnamese rulers. On October 28, 1962, the DRVN National Assembly 
decided to change the name of the Thai-Meo Zone (which has a distinct tribal 
connotation) to Tay-Bae, wh.ith simply means "Northwest" in Vietamese, and 
the zone was divided into three regular provinces: Lai-Chau, Son-La, and 
Nghia-Lo. The latter province is newly created. 

The second autonomous zone, embracing all of the northeastern Viet-Nam 
to the Red River Valley, was created on August 10, 1956, with its capital 
at Ho's wartime headquarters of Thai-Nguyen and its presidency going tothe 
faithful Cu Van Tan. However, the hopeless mosaico of tribes, which had 
earlier given the French endless trouble, did not permit the establishment 
of an administrative area dominated (as in the Thai-Meo Zone) by one or 
two major ethnic groups. The area thus was given the "neutral" name of 
Viet-Bae (Northern Viet-Nam); just as the French had named it Cao-Bae-Lang 
after the three provinces of Cao-Bang, Bae-Kan, and Lang-Son that were its 
major components. 

A third zone presented even more serious difficulties. Carved out of 
the upper Red River provinces of Lao-Kay and Yen-Bay and the remote ._Moutain 
area of Ha-Giang, it was known as Lao-Ha-Yen. Its UBHC was established on 
March 25, 1957, but the diverse ethnic and cultural characteristics of the 
populations apparently made the area totally ungovernable. It was quietly 
abolished on March 23, 1959 - 11at the request of the population," I was 
told in Hanoi later. The two valley orovinces were attached to the central 
administration and Ha-Giang was made a part of Yiet-Bac on April 2, 1959. 

At central government level, there is an advisory Committee on NationalitieE 
(Uy Ban Dan Toe), functioning as an autonomous ,body subordinated to the 
office of the DRVN Premier. It advice must be so8ght ob all measures applied 
to the autonomous areas. The Committee was headed in 1966 by Mjor General 
~ a member of the Tho (now called "Tay") minority and former 
commander of the famous 316th ~VPA Division. The Committee operates on 
the guiding principles of "Union-Equality_Mutual Help" and sees to it that 
its charges get a fair share of the country's economic and social develop-
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ment. This is espeically important as the North Vietnamese minorities 
represent, according to the 1960 census, 2.5 million people (or 14.8 per 
cent of the total population). See Table l p. 151) That numerical strenght 
is clearly reflected in the DRVN's legislature, where there is a"mountaineer 
bloc," consisting of the 60 legislators representing the minorities and 
presided over by Chu Van Tan . (By way of contrast, there were only three 
tribal representatives in the legislature elected in South Viet-Nam in 1959 

There can be no doubt that this policky of limited self-government 
(the real power lies, of course, in the hands of the majority Vietnamese 
operating as Paarty or administrative cadres in the mountain zones) has 
had a great impact on the mountain tribes of the South Vietnamese High-
lands (PMS). A early as 1957, American social scientists in South Viet-
Nam warned the Saigon government that perhaps as many as 10,000 tribesmen 
hasd gone north with the Viet-jMinh in 1954 and were receiving advanced 
training in Hanoi. The Central Minorities School in Hanoi is a handsome 
campus-like college turning out teachers and political cadres fro the 
tribes; there are also special schools for the southern Bahnar, Jarai, 
and Ede (Rhade) tribesmen -living in the North. The Tay, Nung , and Meo 
languages and several of the southern mountain dialects have veen provided 
with Latinized alphabets, as is shown by Communist propaganda found in 
the PMS . Outstanding tribesmen from the South, such as ~g~n Niekd-aJi} of 
the Rhade, were sent to the USSR for further training and now hold seats 
in the DRVN legislature. Communist propaganda in the PMS tribal areas 
makes special mention of future "autonomous areas" that would be set up 
in case of a Viet-Minh victory in the guerrilla struggle. Those who 
today shape Vietnamese policies in both Saigon and Washington ignore the 
fact that because these mountain tribes have a long tradition of freedom 
from outside interference and high social organization within, they are 
easy prey for any propaganda that i:romises them a return to that state 
of affairs. It is now forgotten (if it ever was known) that the relations 
between the tribes and the Vietnamese rulers were about on the level of 
those between Viet-Nam itself and imperial China: a few gifts of tribute 
here and there, a meaningless affirmation of suzerainty, and noninterference 
by 'ither side most of the time. The arrival df the French changed this 
in only a few places; some tribes did not submit to French rule until as 
late as 1939; others, such as the Sedangj were suffiently organized to 
form a federation of tribes under a single chief, in the fashion of the 
American Indians. In the 1880's, a French adventurer, David de Mayrena, 
proclaimed himself 11 Marie I, King of the Sedang," in the hope of emulating 
~he White Rajahs of sarawak. He ruled a vast Sedang state for almost three 
YE:. arti .rn ~il 1.ne F.L·eni..:n Co~onia1 aamin1s·1.ration brougut "IViarie -p• and the 
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Sedang under control. 

In backing a policy of local self-government for the eihnic minorities, 
the Communist North Vietnamese regime cannot lose in an area where the 
West and the indigenous governments it sponsors resolutely ignore the 
aspirations of the tribes in favor of a centratlization that is as clumsy 
as it is unenforceable. 

see map p. 150 North Viet-nam's territorial Divisions, 1963 

p. 16 ibid. 
Thus, much of what today is the Republic of Viet-Nam south of the 

17th parallel has been "Vietnamese" for a shorter span of time than the 
Eastern seaboard of the United States has been " American." This is a 
reality that cannot be simply talked away, for it affects the very fabric 
of the nation in times of stress and crisis, as in the 1960's. 

Having consolidated their hold on the lowlans, the Vietnamese committed 
virtually the same error as their Cham predecessors ': They failed to give 
their country suffieient depth. Literally teeming in their narrow deltas, 
few Vietnamese had any particular desire to face the inhospitable forests 
and primi't-ive tribes of the highlands, and save for a few government -
sponsored settlements in the mountain areas of both zones, 95 per cent 
of all those who are Vietnamese ethnically, rather than by polical fiat, 
live at an altitude of less than 900 feet (300 meters). see map p. 7. 

In the highlands, the fierce Thai, Muong, and Tho tribes tolerated 
Vietnamese overlordship with about as much good grace as the latter 
tolerated their own submission to the Chinese. Tribute in ivory, prcioous 
woods, and spices was exacted by Vietnamese mandarins who otherwise left 
the tribes to their traditional leaders, and Vietnamese annals are full of 
mountaineer uprisings. In fact, the tribal Thai were left almos:t entirely 
to themselves from the middle of the eithteenth centrury until the arrival 
of the French in 1893. The primitive southern tribesrnent presented a 
problem of their own. the Vietnamese kings sagely recognized ilat they 
conttituted a buffer zone against the still dangerous Khmer empire, and 
simply left them to their own devices, afterthe tribal chieftains had 
made their formal sub~ission and paid a symbolical tribute. That direct 
relationship between the Vietnamese crown and the mountain tribes continued 
until 1955. 

Nevertheless, the failure to integrate ·~the mountain minorities into 
the Vietnamese national community has remained a serious problem to this 
day and is unlikely to be reolved satisfactorily in the near future. 

pll2. ibid. 





5. 
Had land reform, for example, been a major item in the Viet-Minh's 

psychological arsenal, then the Viet-Minh's popularity should have been 
strongest in Cochinchina (where 2 pr cent of the landowners at one time 
owned 3o per cent of the land), while in Tongking, with its 1 million 
Catholics and independent farmers (98 per cent of whom cultivated their 
own plot of land), it should have been weakest. But the situation was 
precisely the reverse; the Viet-Minh was strongest in the north and weakest 
in the south. There were other anomalies in the Viet-Minh's operations 
that did not fit Mao's theories or even the pet theories developed by latter-
day Western theorists on the subject; for ezample, the fact that although 
Ho Chi Minh and nearly all his major subordinates were Vietanmese from 
the lowlands, all major Viet-Minh strongholds were in areas inhabited by 
mountain minorities that traditionally hate the Viet-namese! It must be 
considered one of the Viet-Minh's signal achievements that it succeeded 
i n at least parlvly winning over the mountain tirbes of Viet'Nam' withut 
the successful wooing of those tribes, Ho and his staff would sooner or 
later have been betrayed to the French. A Tho cheiflain, <elu Va; Tan!l quickly 
rose to the rank of major-general in the VPA; and one of the elite divisions, 
the 316th, was laDgely recruited from mountain tribesmen, which explains 
its efficiency in highland operations. Tow other People's Army divisions, - -· -- -- ---the 3.25th and the 335th, included large groups of minorities. At no time 
did Mao Tse-tung - with the exception, perhaps, of a brief period during 
the "Long March" - have to rely on the good will of the non-Han tribes of 
China as Ho had to rely on the non-Vietnamese tribes of Viet-Nam for almost 
~itht ye~rs. This demanded a political rethinking of the situation, which 
the Viet-Minh never left in the hands of its military commanders, but 
placed whe e it properly belong.ed - with its Party thinkers •••• 

p 120. In the paleau area of th PMS, the war also developed favorably 
to the Viet-Minh, Anchored on the three provinces of Quang-Ngai, Binh-
Dinh , and Phu -Yen, which, as Interzone V, had been a Communist bastion 
since 1945, Viet-Minh control had slowly spread to the lar~e Ba~~~! J~rai, 
and Rhade mountain tribes and smaller groups. Thus,(by 1952), trey literally 
" hollowed out" Franco-Vietnamese areas in Cent~al Viet-Nam to the point 
where the~merely covered a few narrow beachheads around Hue, Tourane (today 
known as Danang), and Nha-Trang. ·The only areas where the Viet-Minh was 
visibly losing grand •••••• 

pl. 141. ibid. 
In Article 3, the DRVN openly acknowledges the polyethnic character 

of Viet-Nam, and it is the only Vietnamese regime in realize that mountain' 
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tribes of Malayo-Polynesian origin cannot be treated like Vietnamese 
lowland rice farmers. Thus, the country is defined as being "one nation 
composed of several peoples," and the mountaineers are guaranteed the 
right to preserve their mores, languages, and writing systems. As i n tt he 
other polyethnic states of the Soviet bloc, this approach to the minorities 
problem has gone beyond the realm of theory and has given the DRVN a com-
petitive advantage over all its neighbors, who still persist in a forced-
assimilation policy ••• 

p280 ibid. 
Jan 4 1962 ••• The new eleven-point progaam promised the following: 

•••• 8. A special effort will be made to have the mountaineer minorities 
share in the progress of their (lowland) compatriots." 

•••• Of the eleven paints, only tow s~owed any special responsiveness 
to Viet-Nam's own problems" the items concerned with the training of 
village officails and with improving the lot of the , mountaineers. But 
as early as 1957, the cream of village officaldom had been murdered by the 
Communists, who had correctly identified this group as a key element in 
the struggle. In any event, the major problem at that level is net so mach 
the effectiveness of the village officials in their relations with the 
papulation as the effectiveness of the central and provincial administrations 
in their relaations with the village offficials. 

In the case of the mountaineer, the Saigon regime has much to apologize for. 
American scholars, including those working for the Vietnamese Government 
within MSUG, have warned the Vietnamese both officially and privately of 
the negative effects their colonization plans were having on the inhabitants 
of the Southern Mountain Plateau. The mountaineers were noy given even 
the semblance of local self-government, were often illegally deprived 
of their ancestral lands, and until very recently were prmvided with fewer 
schools and less adequate health services than under the colonial administratio 
North Vietnamese Commmunist indoctrination programs, advanced both by 
infiltrators and by radio, wered ignnored or their importance discounted; 
most important, they were not oppposed by more effective Southern programs. 
More than 6,000 Rhade and perhaps 4,000 warlike Jarai, Bahnar, and Sedang 
had gone north with the Viet-Minh in 1954. Many of them now reappeared 
south of the 17th parallel with a deceptively simple program that offered 
the mountaineers, downtrodden under a harsh lowland Vietanesse administration, 
the proslpect of an 11autoonomous area" like the Thai-Meo and Viet Bae 
zones of the DRVN. Since Ngo Dinh Diem, who did not envisage local 
self-government even for the Vietnamese lowland areas, was unamenable to 
real reforms in the mountain areas, any American program in the Plateau 

~~S Of necessity lillilte~ vO 
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was of necessity limited to increasing the effectiveness of S~uth Vietnamese 
military operations in the area and to making, a s the January 4 program 
pledged, a "special effort" to bring some material improvements to the 
mountaineers. Oncem more, an .lastute Communist psychological - political 
move was matched on the Western side by an attempt to either "buy of f or 
kill off" the natives. In the circumstances, th i s may not have been a 
bold enough answer ••••• 

p365 ibid. 
In terms of territorial administration, the NLF has split South 

Viet-Nam into three interzones (Lien-khu), the Saigon-Giadinh Spec i al 
Zone, and seven zones, which more or less follow the zone boundaries of 
the 1945-54 Viet-Minh structure. These are , in turn, subdivided i nto 
th irty-odd provinces along the old French provincial boundary lines, each 
of which is headed by a provincial committee. There also exists within 
Zone II, the Western Highlands (~- Nguyen), an -Autonomous Nationalities 

--- - - - 'P"v'l ' Movement, led bny ~Bib A~, which was to give the Montagnard minorities 
of the area the kind of autonomy for which they have been begging on the 
governmnet side for the past decade, and wh i ch led to two serious non-
Communist rebellions in 1964 and 1965. Note 39 p489 reference: .--

39. The mountain tribal organization not dominated by the NLF and 
l ed by ~and Y Bham i nown as the _!'ULRO (Front Unifie de Luttte 
de la Race Opprimee). Created on Augus~ 1, 1964 its extreme wing demands 
ful l independence from both Vie -Nams. FULRO participated as a separate 
organization 
Peoples. 

pl44-145 

at the February, 1965, Phnom-Penh Conference of Indochinese 

Chu Vam Tan and the Autonomous zones pl82, Cju Van Tan 
and t~e Lien-Viet 
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Vietnam - the Unheard Voices Do n Luce 

••• Early in 1964, Y Bli was transferred to another camp at Buon Sarpa. 
Here , with Cambodia and the guerrilla infiltration routes not far away, 
he participated in border surveillance patrols. Bu t the commanding officers 
at Buon Sarpa were Vitnarnese , and before long the new arrival felt the 
ethnic tensions weighing s till more heavily on him . There were good 
reasons why L -they should. For example , Monta.enard soldiers were not always 
paid the full arno_unt t hey had corning to them. Besides that, t he Vietnamese 
officers sometimes sent Mon tagnards out on operations without going along 
~o share in the danger. Whe-n the officers did go along , they had Montagnard 
coolies carry their packs. There were smaller grievances as well. 
Viet~amese officers · oft~n failed to return the salutes of the Montagnard 
soldiers, and the Montagnards felt that the enterprising Vietnamese barbers 
who had set up business at Buon Sarpa were overcharging for haircuts. Y 
Bli began tto wonder what he was fight ing for . "We fought for the French 
and got nothing," he said. "Now we fight for the Vietnamese and they give 
us nothing ." 

Finally, on September 19, 1964 , the Montagnard leaders at Buon ~arpa 
- like others elsewhere in the Highlands - revolted. At one o'clock in 
the morning they shot eleven Vietnamese officers . They raised the Mon-
taganard flag over Buon Sarpa and tied the Vietnamese commander to the 
flagpole . The Americans in the camp looked helpless ly on. Certainly thy 
were opposed to the violence, but t he y had always tended to sympathize 
with the underdog Montagnards. (Eventually, the Americans were evacuated 
by hef,icopter.) The revolt lasted eight days, and in all the Highlands 
more ' than eighty Vietnamese were kille d . Y Bham , a famous man to the 
young tribesmen, visited Buon Sarpa during this time . He had spent five 
year~ in jail in Hue for his role in an earlier rebellion and was the 
·1ea'cter of the Montagnard nationalist movement, FULRO (Fron Uni pour l-a-
Liberation des Races Opprimees - United Front for the Liberation of the 
Oppressed Races) . After the 1964 revolt, Y Bham , with some of the Buon 
Sarpa leaders and a £ew hundred followers, remained ;:in the vicinity of 
the Ca mbodian border (some thought actually in Cambodia). 

At Buon Sarpa the revolt ended when a Vietnamese armed force, larger 
than was customarily used against the Viet Cong , arrived from Ban Me 
Thuot ·. · Th e Montagnards surrendered. General Nguyen Khanh, then prime 

_-minister, came for a ceremony at which the Vieitnamese flag replaced the 
Mon tagnard colors. The two adversaries exchanged pistols and made new 
promises to each other •••••• 

Area Handbook for South Vietnam April 1967 Foreign Area Studies of 
the American University 

Chapter 5 Ethnic Groups and Languages: p 85 . The Rhade: 
To the south of the Jarai are the Rhade, whose numerical strength, 

relative sophistication and strategic location across a Viet Cong supply 
line gives them first-rank importance among Montagnard~peoples. The 
Rhade are centered around Ban Me Thuot, capital of Darlac Province . They 
are, however, dispersed over a wide area , including the neighboring pro-
vinces of Quang Due, Khanh Hoa and Phu Yen , as well as protion s of ~stern 
Cambodia. Estimates of their strength range from 100,000 to 150,000. 

Rhade participation in public affairs have been more extensive than 
that of oth~r montagnard groups. The community include s a number of in-
dividuals who have acquired education and administrative or technical com-
petence, and it has provided leadership and initiative in the rr, ontagnard 
autonomy movement. Y. Bham, a Rhade , is a former government off icial 
and currently presidentof the Unified Front for the Liberation of Oppressed 
Race s (Front Unifie pour la Liberation des Races Opprimees - FULRO) , t he 
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independence movement of certain montagnard groups (see c h . 14, Political 
Dynamics; ch. 27, Subversive Potential ). 

ibid . p244 . 
Ethnic Minorities 

0outh Vietnam's minorities , especially the ethnically diverse montag-
nards of the Central Highlands and the predominantly urban-based Ch inese , 

are significan~ elem~pts of ~he body politic ; the framer, beca~ se of 
their strategic geographical position and selaratist sentiments; the latter, 
because they have considerable influence over the nations ' s economy . Neither 
of these two minorities bas been effectively assimilated into national life , 
but outwardly at least they express allegiance to the Saigon government. 
Similarly, the Khmers (400,000) and the Chams (35 , 000) of t he lowlands have 
remained alien enclaves in the Vietnamese society around them ( see ch 5 , 
Ethnic Groups and Languages) . 

The Montagnards 
The 700 , 000 montagnards , ethnically distinct from t he Vietnamese and 

divided by language and custom into 40 or more groups, are not a cohesive 
entity . They are , however , traditionally hostile toware the J Vietnamese . 
More over, they are exposed to Viet Cong efforts to ga in t heir favor for 
the purpose of exploiting the sparsely settled Central Highlands , in 
which they live , for use as infiltration routes and as sanctuaries . Under 
thes~ circustances , accompanied by increasing outs ide influences which 
they histor ically have resented, the montagnards are beginning to acquire 
a political awareness and a sense of unity hertofore unknown among them . 

'; The montagnards ' traditional hostility was further aggravated in 1954 
by President Diem ' s action terminating the special s tatus they bad enjoyed 
under tfi's..French and bringing their homelan s under Saigon's direct control. 
Therby , Vietnamese law superseded customary law , and Vietnam3se administrator 
were appointed to the highland districts . Other activities of President 
Diem ' s government added to montagnard resentment and resulted in an uprising 
of the Bahnar, Jarai , Rbade and Koho against the South Vietnames Government 
in 19J8. It was quickly suppressed , and seven leaders were jailed. Five 
we.re released in 1962 but two, Y Bham of the Rhade and Paul Nur of ~ he 
Bahnar , were kekpt in prison until after November 1963. 

Realizing the improtance of winning the loyalty of the montagnards , 
the Diem regime in 1961 in itiated a more liberal policy. At the same 
time , the United States Special Forces advisers began the selection and 
training of montagnards for service in counterpart Soout h Vietanamese 
units . These United States advisers demonstrated an ability to work with 
the montagnards but were unable ; to transfer the trust placed in them by 
the rnontagnards to the Southl Vietanamese officers who were assigne d d by 
the Saigon regime to command these small units. Hostility aggravated by 
this action on the part of lthe government was furt he r heighte ned by the 
montagnards' knowl edge that certain Rhade, Jarai, Babnar and Hre , who had 
been induced to fight wit h the Viet Cong , were permitted to do so in units 
officered by fellow tribesmen. 

Tensions between the montagnards and the South Vie tnamese mounted . 
On August 1, 1064 , Y Bham, the Rhade leader, announced the formation ofa 
Unitf ied Front for the Liberation of Oppressed Races (Front Unifie pour 
la Liberation des Races Opprimees - FULRO ) c . aiming to represent the Khmers 
and the Chams as well as the montagnards. The announcement accu sed the 
South Vietnamese of systematical ly suppressing and mistreating the minorities 
and declared liberation from the "Vietna mese yoke" to be the purpose of 
the Front . In Darlac Province , on September 20 , 1964, montagnards of t he 
local defen se groups, including Special Forces in five camps , revolted , 
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killed their South Vietname se officers, r ai sed the ir own flag (re d , green 
and black with thre e yellow stars) and occupied the radio station in Ban 
Me Thuot , the provincial capital, whence they broadcas t a demand for an 
autonomous tribal state. Simultaneou s ly, Y Bham issued a declaration 
accusing the Sou t h 'iei tn ame se of practicing "extermination" of the min-
orities -

Major "General ._Nguyen Khanh, then prime mini s ter , hurr ied to Ban Me 
Ghuot to put down the revolt. lle was prevailed on by Un ited Stat es advisers 
~ot to use force to . retake t.he rebel camps and , after a wee k of negotiations 
with .tribal leaders and the rebels , the camps we)':e turned over peacefully 
to tbe oouth Vietnamese. Prime Minister Khanh refuse d to cons id er auto -
nomy for the seven highland provinces where th e montagnard s are in t he 
majority but agre ed to "give consideration to t heir jus t a spirations " for 
e quality. 

I mportant concessions were promised. Villages were to be given title 
to an area four time s as large as t he land they actually occu pi ed . 
Tribal customs and courts we re to be restored. Highlanders were to be 
given preferential treatment when they sought admission to Sout h Viet-
namese high schools, the ~hu Due Infantry School and the Da Lat Military 
Academy. Tribal languages were to be taught at the primary sc hool l e vel 
wit h Vietnamese being introduced gradually at higher levels . 

Meanwhile ·Y Baum had disappeared into the jungle , but in Marc h 1965 
he appeared in Phnom Penh, Cam bodia, as guest of Prince Sihanook (Chief 
of State) at an officaial dinner . During a speech at this dinner , Y Bham 
prais'ed the Cdmbodians for their help to his people and attacked t he 
Saigon government . Later, however, he expressed satisfaction to Prime 
Mini:ster Khanh for his promised concessions , but demanded the righ t to 
·f ly;the FULRO flag at montagnard camps and to organize a 50,000 man high -
lander army under its own officers . He al s o wanted United ot ates aid to 
be canneled directly to the highlanders wit hout pass ing t hrou gh South 
Vietnamese intermediaries . 

De su l tory consultations were held between FULRO representatives and 
the Sa igon government; FULRO groups continued to operate in the highlands, 
much to the displeasure of the II Corps commander , who branded t hem as 
rebels. On July 22, 1965 , Chief of State Thieu promulgated De cree No . 

- 6 ~ 65 , which reorganized the tribal customs courts and defined their juris-
diction , and on July 27, accompanied by Prime Minister Ky , he visited 
Pleiku to open a montagnard center for t he training of local security 
forces . 

The promised restoration of tribal courts and other concessions to 
the montagnards , however, went unimplemented, and , on September 10 and 
11, 1965 , 400 tribesmen in Special Forces camps near Ban Me Thuot revolted 
but were disarmed by South Vietnamese marines . Chief of State Thieu made 
a hurried visit to the highlands to" convince t he Montagnards that t be y 
were f ull-fledged citizens ••• and that the South Vietnamese government was 
trying to eliminate the social injustices that may have existed . " 

After this revolt was suppressed, Prime Minister Ky visited Ban Me 
Thuot, where the tribesment reaffirmed their loyalty to the South Viet -
namese Government. The Prime Minister promised the highlanders t hat the 
government would reassign all military and administrative person nel of 
montagnard origin to services relating to the tribal population and would 
facilitate the admission of their youths into the National I nstitute of 
Administration , the Thu Due Infantry School and the Nha Trang Non- Commission ed 
Officers ; Sch ool. Action was taken immediately by t he government to set 
up an off ice in Ban Me Thuot call La Direction Spe ciale des Affaires 
Montagnards ( Special Department for· Montagnard Affairs). Although this 
office was headed by a South Vietnamese , his superior in Sai gon was Paul 
Nur , a montagnard . 
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Unrest among the montagnards recurred on December 17, 1965 , when FUL~O 
sympathizers rose in the three provinces of Phu Bon , Darlac and ~uang Due. 
I n Quang Due t hey tempor ar ily occupie d the provincial capital, Gia Nghia ; 
in Darlac t hey took over fo r a short time two Spec i al Forces camps ; in 
Phu ; Bon, they killed s ome 30 South Vietanmese , including a distric t 
chief . · As in the previou s September , the revolt was short loved . On 
this oc cas ion, however , a military tribunal tried 20 leaders of the rebellion, 
;charging them v;;u-iously with treason , murder and attempted murder . Four 
were ordered executed by firing squad; others received sentences ranging 
from 5 years of hard· labor t"O life imprisonment . Four were acquitted . 

~y Fe bruary 1966 the FULRO - led dissident activities in the highlands 
were reported · to be gaining momentum, but no new rebellious actions had 
uccurred through April . Meanwhile , in March t he Special ~ ommissioner' 
for Montagnard Affairs in Saigon, Paul Nur- the first montagnard to attain 
the status of a top government official - appealed to the highlanders to 
seek 'closer unity with the lowland people and to give up any suspicion 
in order to help realize a new Vietnamese society, in which all reacial 
groups will merge into a single national entity.'' He stated t hat th e pre -
sent government 's policy was based on principles of racial equality and 
solidarity and on respect for montagnard ways and customs, and he promised 
them measures to improve their welfare . Labeling FULRO as a grou p of 
dissidents , he asserted t hat "once the aspirations of the montagnards 
are realized, there will be no reason for the FULRO move ment to exi st ." 
Moreover , he stressed t hat his office was planning to i mprove programs 
aime~ at increasing security among t he highlanders. 

The value of winning montagnard loyalty or support has been equally 
recognized by the Communist-controlled self-styled National Front for 

.th~ _ Liberation of South Vietnam (NFLSV~, which also has a program stressing 
autonomy for the tribal areas. Y Binh Aleo , a Rhade , is a vice chairman 
of the Central Committee of the Front and its Presidium , as well as chairman 
of the ~xecutive Committe e of the s o-called Highland People's Autonomy 
Movement •••• ' 
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Flight of the Dega 

I witnessed many of the events that 
took place in Vietnam's Central High-
lands between 1956 and 1973, and so 
read with great interest "Ceasefire in 
Cloudland" (EYEWITNESS, Dec. 6), 
which chronicles the most recent 
chapter in the sad history of the people 
of that area . 

In recent publjshed histories and in 
TV treatments purporting to document 
the Vietnam War, the important role 
played by the Highlands and the Mon-
tagnards has been ignored. Moreover, 
one of the war's most tragic conse-
quences was the destruction it brought 
to the Montagnards. About a third of 
the estimated I million population were 
dead by 1975; 850'/o of their villages had 
been abandoned or forcibly evacuated. 

Ironically, the Montagnards want-
ed only to be left alone. For centuries, 
they had lived in small communities 
whose moral order was expressed in 
respect for the individual, tribal justice, 
and sharing of resources. There were 
classical forms of art, music, dance, ar-
chitecture. They sustained themselves 
by farming rice on slopes and bot-
tomland in seasonal cycles. In nearby 
streams they drew water, bathed, fish-
ed . From the forests they took game, 
wild fruits and vegetables, and wood, 
bamboo and rattan for their houses 
and artifacts. They scrupulously ob-
served ancient rituals, heeded signs and 
omens, and tried to keep in harmony 
with their many deities. They had a 
symbiotic, almost mystical, attachment 
to their green uplands. For many years 
they struggled to preserve their way of 
life. · . .' 

Manifest in the development of a 
leadership and identity embodied in the 
Rhade term Dega ("Sons of the Moun-
tains"), pan-Highland ethno-national-
ism was expre~sed in the Dega High-
lands Provisional Government. It had 
been expressed in other ways. In the 
late 1930s the Python God Movement 
spread through much of the Highlands, . 
promising a golden age when the area 
would be free of outsiders, namely the 
French and the Vietnamese. In 1958 
Bajaraka, one of two later movements 
mentioned in your article, sought to 
counter the Diem Administration's at-
tempts at forcible integration of 
"ethnic minorities" - Montagnard, 
Cham, Khmer and Chinese - into the 
Vietnamese cultural sphere. (Bajaraka 
is an acronym for Bahnar, Jarai, Rhade 
and Kaho.) Those of its leaders who 
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weren't jailed went into hiding. The 
government continued settling large 
numbers of lowland Vietnamese on 
lands claimed by the Montagnards and 
suppressing institutions such as the 
tribal law courts. 

In 1964 Y Bham Enuol and his 
group launched FULRO (the United 
Liberation Front of Oppressed Races]. 
This burst forth with a revolt in five 
upland Special Forces camps, bringing 
a new era of armed dissidence and mak-
ing Montagnard ethno-nationalism a 
force to be reckoned with. Coming at a 
time when the communists (who had 
long been promising autonomy for the 
Montagnards) were gaining in the 
Highlands and threatening to cut South 
Vietnam in half, the uprising surprised 
and shocked the government in Saigon 
and the U.S. Mission there. 

With American encouragement, 
the Vietnamese opened negotiations 
with FULRO. They also made some ef-
fort to satisfy the demands of the Mon-
tagnard leaders, many of whom were 
sympathetic to but not part of FULRO. 
A Ministry for Ethnic Minorities' 
Development was established in Saigon 
with Paul Nur, a member of the 
Bahnar tribe, as minister. New laws 
gave land titles to Montagnard villagers 
and re-established the tribal courts. But 
as the situation improved, the govern-
ment again became indifferent to Mon-
tagnard desires. Negotiations dragged 
on and implementation of laws was 
very slow. . . . 

In 1971 the ministry came under 
-- the able -leadership of Nay Luett (a ·': 

Jarai) and his colleagues Tounch Han . 
Tho (a Chru) and Pierre-Marie K'briuh . 
(a Sre). Social and economic programs 
began to move ahead. But the war was 

.. intensifying, and the communist offen-
sive early in 1972 turned thousands of 
Montagnard villagers into refugees. 
Programs collapsed. The struggle to 
maintain ethnic identity was eclipsed by 
the struggle for sheer survival. · 

In 1973 the last U.S. forces left 
South Vietnam. Trying to cope on 
rapidly dwindling U.S. aid, the Thieu 
government had little time for Mon-
tagnard affairs. Meanwhile the North 
Vietnamese Army became predominant 
in the Central Highlands. FULRO 
splintered and became ineffective, a 
situation that contributed to the com-
munist capture of Ban Me Thuot in 
March 1975. The South Vietnamese 
abandoned Kontum and Pleiku, and 
the resultant rout in the Highlands 
precipitated the communist victory in 

South Vietnam. 
On the day Saigo n fe ll, few of the 

ministry's leaders were able to leaw as 
refugees. Those who remained were 
jailed; some (including Minister Nay 
Luett) are said to have died in harsh 
conditions. In Phnom Penh, as Asia-
week notes, Fr. Ponchaud saw Y Bharn 
Enuol and other FULRO leaders being 
led away by the Khmer Rouge, never to 
be seen again. 

Hanoi's policy was spelled out in 
programs and public statements 
reminiscent of the Diem era. All land 
was nationalised and the tribal court s 
abolished. Vietnamese were settled in 
the Highlands to bring "civilised ways" 
and "development." 

Men like the young leaders named 
in your story - Nay-Rong, Thoraban, 
Y Ghok Nie Krieng - and their follow-
ers remained Sons of the Mountains, 
living free in the forest. With the dis-
solution of the Dega Provisional 
Government and its liberation front, 
the most crucial phase in the Mon-
tagnard struggle has ended . One hopes 
against hope, but the inescapable 
conclusion is that the Montagnards, 
their way of life, their world, are pass-
ing into the twilight between zero and 
infinitv. GERALD CANNON HICKEY 

· Chicago, nlinois 

The Future Now 

Arthur C. Clarke, who predicts an 
"attache-case" unit that will provide 
instant audio, telex and video commu-
nications (PEOPLE, Jan. 12), fs behind 
the times . . A U.S. publishing group 
already has reporters in the field with 

. back-packs working to ·satellite dishes 
in all media - experimentally but prac-

. tically. Also already experimental is the 
Tokyo newspaper delivered by wireless. 

The leaping of national bound-
. aries is complete when the consumer 

has a multiplex receiver for sight, 
. sound, data retrieval and transmission, 

and print-out, all in one small box. The 
hardware and software already exist. 
This is so scary for many governments 
that they have sought desperately to 
clobber the global information system 
via UNESCO, before 4 billion people 
learn about all this new freedom. 

ALAN CHALKLeY 
Hongkong 

Wri1' l..rlll'D l>t'pt .. As1awct"k , 22 Wc:.i land' Rd .. 
Hungkong. All k11cn im~ndcd ror publH.:al ton OlU.'d 
indudc 1hc • ·ritcr' .li n::amc: & 3ddrC:'i'i , 1hough ~donyms 
may~ uSC'd when n,'\'.e~ry. Lcucr:-i arc ~ubj1o."\:l 10 ed iting 
a.Ii clar it y and sp~c require . 

.\SIA v'VEEK J.l \jUARY ~ 1'1t 
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EYEWITNESS 

3Y CHUCHART KA:-iGWAAN ON THE C..\~tBO Dl..\N GORDER 

Ceasefire in Cloudland 
For Brigadier Y Ghok Nie-Krieng, -11. lately chair.n:in oi the 

Oega Highlands Provisional Government and commander oi 
its military arm, the Oega Highlands Libc::::nion Front, :he 
Vietnam War is over. His side lost. ~lore th:in :i .:!e-.::ide :i ite: 
anyone they might have considered all ies c:il! ed :t quits. Dega 
leaders say they ha'e lost like no one eise lost in Vie::i:im. ?or :he 
first time in perhaps 2.0CXl years. the Deg:i - more ;·:imii!:ir :o 
outsiders as Monta11.nards - concede :hev :ire no ioni;:c:: :ulers oi 
the C:ncral Highlinds of Vietnam. a ·cool ar.d .:omior.:ible 
doucland they know as Ala Cu Ch iang (from ·'hi5h ;:;la:e:iu"}. 
The admission is mace amidst the trappings oi deie:it - a 
refugee camp thre1: kilome:res from Cambodia in the Ta Phr:iya 
district of Thailand's Prachinburi Province. He: re, on a hot and 
dusty natland. are to be found 190 Deg::i. the se!i-exiied 
remnants oi ;he inne: core of :Vlontagnard iesistance :o H::inoi 's 
overlordship of :ill Vietnam. This 
place. the Dcga are told by United 
Nations refu2ee n:liei workers. is 
known as Site 2 South Holding 
Centre. It doesn't ring at all well 
aiter Ala Cu Chiang, but the: Dega 
are realistic. Thc:y talk or high 
platc:iu a.n.Q dec:p forest as they kill 
hours arouna the clut~h ol shacks. 
But they con': ho!:! out ;i.ny hope:; 
oi seeing again that homeland. 
Like tens of thou~nds of other 
Indochinese pc:opk-s in simiiar 
camps along the ircnt ii:r. third-
country resc:t:h.:rr • .;::: : .~ 1i1..: :opic 
that dominat1.":i ~ui. ·:: :-;;,n0~s . 

: :-.J: ~:.... -: ... " .. ..: : . · .. "' :. -:J . 

~ '-: [ .)~ ::": ~:":°: :';'.; ~ ,,: ..: ·;-: :.-. ~ -:Y:;--: ~. ~ '.i..~::, : ..)( :.;:!:'." ,:!:lC, W:"\JC:i 
~c::...: ..J~ ~ :-2 :--: : =· ::- :: .... _:-:-.: : . ..: :.:. :-. ::- .:'\.·:~...: ~s ..:- : ~J. r .JnJ.J\ t r : Jnd 

~~~~~; ~~~::·· '.'~ ~~~· ~;:<:~~ ~-:~~~~:~;: '::~1~.~ s: ~~~:~~~~~~~·oi~0 ~~~ 
J:-o ur.a : ~ ~ :.::·. '~ ' ..:'r° :~ .:. -. :·..: :-:--.. ? ~ ~ ::·: ~ Jr.C SJr. .\ te -:--:iuo.t. 7h~=-~ 
~ C'\.! : ~ -::~ -: : ; :- . -:-:; ::..: :. · :: :- : :-. ~ . :-:.:::r.~ .1 ~;-.~:; . "7"~;::r :1.Jmes Jnd 
f::!c::! ' '" ===-~ l '. : c g~~::~:- :.:;0 ,. .:.:-:-: ::: .1! 1: cu:ic! :ht: :i t g:i : ~ncs \\1th the 
wrong ;::::c::ie . Sc:" c:::i1 "::i.:: :i1r::c ' -:~c:ipc:::J \ 'ie::-::imese ;ir:sons 
~r.d ·:imps. 5: :!1. ::_:.c: . ;-;;~:::::;:: c:· ::-:~ :Jc:~::i · ; ::i:ie: ;::ibinet• who 
~::!C ~c~ ~o:-. ..: :v , ~ Ji.j,,.-:..: ""tl.i ~ :: :!~(:! sc:::.:~::~=iry ?Jui-Yuh. Mc 
w;isn ·, :irounc ,.,nc::: ::i: ::::::;1or. "':l.S m:i~c: :o -: :15c: :he war. His 
comr:ices J: Site .: Seu;.-: >:i.ic ::-:::v ·.: se::t ;-;;c:ss:iges. but he 
rc:n:i1r.s sor.;e.,, r.:::: ;:c$:: :o !":er.;:. ::roo::ib ly :n C.ir..codia. Yet if 
resistJnc= .. ,.2...S ~C'.l:i: : :;!..!::".£ : :: :::= :-. ~ ~1i i ~:-tC3. s:?Jc ::ie ';!X.lles. ic ,_...as 
by pc::::;:k '·''-0 "c::;: ::~ : :::-.. .;;::; :o :n<! :OLHP\I. 

Th:! jou:::;: v :o 7:-:.;.; ::i.-:c :y '.:::: 0-::g;i k:ice:s and d ose 
follcwc:rs r.c :·:i:r. 1: : ::~ ·.,:i.s . .:..s :::::: ::: '.\ i;. ;:<!rnap :h: !irs: time :in 
organisd g:oup of :h::: ~ ;:::·.:;:: ie :-:a.:::::·: . .\ i:i C; Ch::lr.g-oftheir 
o·,1,·n will :inc :.;:.o" ;ng ::-: : :." : ne.,e: :::'.c1 - ;1r.c: :hey settled in 
the h1g!"\lar.CS. 1:1:::; 5:ly '.'.°::?t :!'.:::: WJ.S JUSt Ce for:: ;he birth vf 
Christ. lh;:y'J :i:..: ::!v gcr. :: :!1 :he ocposiiedire-::1on acoss today's 
Th:i:!:?.::d du::::; :!"::i: ::: :;::i::c::. fo;, ac:ordi..ng to their 
history. :he jou::i<! :.' to :::: :nou!'lt:iins was fr om the '.\lalay 
peninsula. be!·ore :h:?t :·::m :!": : isi:inds oi rh ei.: ori2in. now 
lndonc:s1a. It was not :h:: :::st Dc:p .1 our:-;e~ here::ibouts-in r~ent 
:imes. :no•..:1::. Sc:, e:J.i ~:;)u~s h:i'e :ippe:mc >inc: 1980 on the 

''I neither lu'.: .-.. ~, i1.1 ti: the 
Vietnamese people," ,.,~, Y Ghok 
Nie-Kricng, "but l 1.kt~~t the 
Vietnam~c re~1111cs. All Viet-
namese re::imc:s ha\.: had the same 
policy _;! opµr1.-ssing Oega 
people.• Worst :ire the Nonh Viet-
namese:. who want to destroy our 
people:." The most recent round 
of highland-lowland muggle 
spanned more than three d~ades, 
and likely was the !cut campaign. 
"\Ve, the provisional government 
and Le Front Liber:ition des 
Hauts-Plateau:< (FLHP~·I. or Dega 

Young warriors from an c.ld war: For the Dega hard core. exile was the final a::-t 

Highland Liber;uion Front). decided in 1984, ::iiter s;:ver:il 
meetings, to stop fighting." says Thor:ib:in. ~. wi1h some 
emotion. He served :u secretary for forei~ n aifJirs in the 1::Jbi n~: 

•Thnc .vc ..._,,, ttuft JU Ji~wkl """O• vi U..·i~ 1a term t n.;u r rltr1 on iv 10 t r:.:>.:&l 1111 n ,u111('' 11 1 r:"l c 
C.:nu~ Hitftl.11MJ•J . Ttk kl\.J~ . t:t4 nn.af. J~.&• ~mJ ~.1thJ lit i nt m.11ar 11nn ·~ ·r..: 11 nu111n"~' 
t\l\C' ftC"'ltt Oft-ft ;JnC'111111'*'"' - .u.~u10· b..'\..I~"' ul ! ht De:,.:&'' ;:r~trJ.I : 11\1\:C~ :.:: .; :"\ :-:. ,·111.t. ... . 1 ~ · vi•c 
- l ~Cft rttt•Ok "4NU41n IU t "~ 11uW· IY70\ pul 1n tlf numMr \ JI M\JUl hJ I in.i .. ..,,~ : '; c1 : 
~n~w.act 1\ ol tnc .\t..i.au.t • t"<Jht.~ 9,.,..,,.. . ~he !'l.'\lJc tJ1.11C" : : ' 'mi..~,. -:::~ uv • . 1.;.: : ...... ~ fl , 11\"' ' 

°'"1~ bit"atiaw, u w-.-un~ tftn .,.,,,,. tnc ,.14 nt.,inJ prrvr11c -no 11.JJ mO\.I .:on1..1 .. t \ .,. ,,n C'J1 1. ~ :'1 11 ,u .,,n 
mr\~n.&nc"\ . The kll..tJc "·""' 1.,..,.1 ... m~U u 1 int 101r1ront JI n1icnlJ11J .JllJ1r\ , J u J : :-:~·, ,,,r ,11 ~ 1 :­
~l"'4'N\' .M Siu~ S...iwt ft . Thc-t 1.,tw-.'.. nv•c'c-r . 10 l.Jllr• J I 'c ;J ..11J1C' :: 1nJt ,Jrn111, : !\r11 1..u 1..:u .1H . 

.a11n< Kft.Wc. '' ""l.kio.&:· 

ASIAWH( . OfC~MijfR 6 1...e 

Dong Rak esc:i;pmi:nt, ir.:: :'.!gge~ r::ingc: :o th e northeJSt of Si : :: 
~ South that marks thc: ':'C'~~::: oe:"e::!'l Thai!Jr.d Jnd nonhe:-. 
C:imbodi.i :ind. fJr.h::: c:c.~: .,,:irds. :~:: Th:i i-L::iot :an bo rder . !Jui 
most :urnc:d horn~"v:i:::~ :: i:~: ·:r:.::> ::~;Jc::i:nc:-:g J reiugee 's lot. 

Thor :i bJr. "JS 01::: ::· : :-: :::\= "' :-:o r.::s :-:c::n Jnd gone ;Jrc-

· 1 ~ C' :.1,1 .J~ 1 nC' 1 .JI · n C' ~ ..... " · " _ . _ . .. . •• .: - .. ..... .- r., ·11\111 • .J\ 'JrmN .:urtnl" ·C',:Cl 

,..J1n,.11 11 '( ..11 11 .Jn \ IC' - ., "' '" "' · . - .. • . - .. . : - .J - , . 11 •• "1 ,. ·V • • .. ... ""' ·'"• · .. nJ . ... \". 
.,,:1 .... u11 1.:an -.. .... . ~ ... •1 .; . """ '· .. ., ,., , • ' ~ .. ·~· . ..1 : - ·, .. .J :•-. 'IJ· ·:-. : f _:uu.1 \ rr.an,i .;1n~r 
. llC'mt'W'n K''. \J./\ . ;...,> .. ti. , < •• .r ·•cr .. . ..,,, · : . .. : zt :- · i ,.., rJn .1n , .• : t. t t' l .J t • •o , r :1n J1 : ,i,1 , : Y \; ,.,,., 
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Cambodia in l9i8. But the Dcga. ferve:it 
Christians, found they'd hJd more than 
enough after a brief ~elationship . 

The sense oi outrage at Site 2 South 
chews on history. After the trek of :?,(X)() 
years ago, say the Oega, they were cle:irly 
in the land oi the : ~ des~iny: the~:: w:i.s :-:o 
human competition to be seen, even a.Jong 
the coastal belt. That was why some Dc:ga 
left the highlands after a couple of cen-
turies to ~ what they might achieve down 
below. But the Cham were already secur-
ing footholds in what is today central Viet-
nam. By the 4tll Century A.D .• the break-
away group was back on high ground, 
though even there the Dega would be 
obliged to pay tribute to the Cham, also a 
Malay people going into a golden period. 
But the Dega apparently got by in relative 
solitude. That didn't really change 3.S the 
Vietnamese pressed from the north (finally 
breaking the Cham during the 17th Cen-
tury). From the Dega point of view, all 
those who had arrived after them showed 
an odd and all-consuming interest in wc:t-

vious.Jy. This was about fh•c: years ago. when the Dega leaders rice cultivation rather than hunting and fishing and foraging in 
had eastern Cambodia as their staging area for strikes deeper into the mountains. So there were few clashes of interest o~·c:r 
the: highlands. His group arrived at Dong Rak, recalls Thoraban, resources. 
and linked bricOy with a detachment of the Khmer People's 
National Liberation Front. "Son Sann's troops led us back," he 
recalls, "but all they gave us was some food and clothes." The 
Dc:ga, long v.ithout support from outside, had clearly hoped for 
more. !Utanakiri and Mondolkiri didn't offer much either. "We 
lived in the jungle, the wildest part, away from the Khmc:rs," 
said Thoraban. "We ate roots and leaves." A particular type of 
tuber was vqy much a matter of life & death. Though poisonous 
when raw, it could become edible when cooked exactly right. 
Thoraban's group knew the forest's most intimate: secrets and 
lived. 

The: Dega. in any event. didn't expc:cr much from Cam-
bodia. It had already swallowed some oi their heroes. Y Bham 
Enuol, the R.hadc: who in the Sixties led a revolt because of 
Saigon-inspired machinations in the highlands, went into Cam-
bodia with some of his followers not long afterwards because, as 
Nay-Rong explains today at Site 2 South, "other tribal leaders 
thought he had failed." In his Cambodia 
Year Zero, Francois Ponchaud recalled 
the immediate: aftermath of the Kiimer 
Rouge takeover of Phnom Penh. About 
800 people who had sought refuge in the 
French embassy had to walk from the 
mission and face the Khmer Rouge. "They 
marched away sorrowfully but with their 
hc.:ids high." recalled Ponchaud. Y Bham 
Enuol and another highland leader, Y Bun 
Suor. led the column. which included 
about 150 of their tribal fighters. None 
have been seen since. Also in 1975, across 
the border and before North Vietnamese: 
troopers consolidated in the Central 
Highlands, the then No .2 of the Dcga, 
Kpa-Koi, appointed Y Ghok Nic:-Kric:ng 
acting chairman of the front. Then he left 
with a Dc:ga mission co the Cambodian 
side of the highlands . He and his men 
disappeared too. The Dc:l!:i did , in fac:, 
cooperate .,.;ch the Khmer Rouge - who 

T he French, pushing into the highlands during the 19th Cen-
tury from what is now Laos, achieved an unde~anding 

with the Dc:ga once initial skirmishing and uprisings were done 
with. The Dc:ga wc:re called Montagnards - mountain people -
by the colonialists and left largely to their own devices. Finally, 
though, in 1946 and under pressure: from Vietnamese na-
tionalists, the French recognised what the Dega said were fron-
tiers and granted autonomous rights, including freedom to raise 
an army. 

From 1952, when Emperor Bao-Dai scrapped those rights, it 
was mostly downhill for the Dega. Mention of Ngo Dinh Diem, 
who overthrew the puppet ruler, earns sneers of hatred at Site 2 
South. His regime' s unkind stance towards .highlanders and 
other minorities led the Dc:ga to fonn the Bajaraka movement. 
This was the forerunner to the FLHPM (1964). In the same year, 
the United Liberation Front of Oppressed Races - FULRO -

came into being. That grouping put the 
FLHPM in · alliance with liberation front.s 
representing the Islamic Cham and Khmer 
Krom (Cambodians living in Vietnam). Y 
Bham Enuol came on the scene with an ar-
my of 4,000 to spearhead an anti-Saigon 
uprising across the highlands in September 
of 1964. 

they'd earlier fought bicterly - for a y Samv Ayun: Stand-in pastor 
period after the Vietnamese inv:ided 

By 1968 the Dc:ga had achieved a 
measure of understanding with the South 
Vietnamese government - like the French 
before them facing a mighty challenge: 
from the communists. Dega fighters re-
turned from the Cambodian areas of Ala 
Cu Chiang, many joining the Saigon 
forces. Of the Site 2 South contingent, 
Thoraban, Nay-Rong and R'Mah-Dock 
arc ex-Saigon officials. Yet it was wich the 
Americans who recognised that 
"Mount.a.in Yards" could make good units 
look great - that the Dc:ga found some· 
thing akin to common cause. Green Beret 
offic::rs swore: by "our Yards ." 

· H:inoi's victory over South Viet-



c. 

--s--Nay-Rong. Thoraban. Y Ghok Nie-Krieng: A lost cause 

name:se forces mean! Ala Cu Chiang would never go beyond 
paper. Nay-Rong went 10 a "re-educaiion camp" near Pleiku. 
"The Nonh Vietnamese worked me like a slave. 1 was given one-
and-a-half bowls of rice a day, and sometimes it was mixed with 
1apioca." He escaped in 1976 before compulsory lessons in 
Mar.<ism-Leninism were complete and joined 1he resis1ance. 
R'Mah-Dock, 1he Dcga camp leader a1 Sire 2 Souih. was cap-
1ured at Dalal in 1975 bur escaped wiihin months. Thoraban, 
serving as a lieuicnant in 1he South Vieinamcse forces in Darlac 
Province. was cap1ured by Viet Cong in 1974 bu! was released 
soon afier by Dcga forces. He suffered a shoulder wound in a 
clash ...,ith Vietnamese in 1979, but he says he gave more chan he 
goi. "I killed a number of Vietnamese." 

Y Ghok Nie-Krieng had headquartered the Dega front near 
Ban Mc Thuoc in the opening spell of resisiance 10 Hanoi. 
Nominally, 1he front had :o.ooo figh1ers. but no one had the 
means to tackle the Vietnamese effectively. Resupply sys1cms 
went with the Americans. By 1979, Dcga guerilla actions had all 
bur fizzled out in the face of big-unit approaches. by the Viet-
namese. Twice yearly since 1975, say the exiles, Hanoi has sent 
three divisions - about 20,000 men - to sweep 1h;ough the 
highlands. And Vietnamese 1ac1ics included permanent posting 
of small uniis in every hamle1 to preven1 food supplies reaching 
Dee.a fie.htcr5. The :irrival of Vieiname:se settle~ in the highlands 
- 3 million of 1hem. it's claimed - turned the screws lighter. 
The Dcga front quit FULRO in April 1982 because, says Y Ghok 
Nie-Kricng, their policies were "ridiculous, bringing no actual 
benefits to the unfortuna1e peoples." 

T he Dega left Ala Cu Chiang with merely ihc clothes on their 
backs, and they had even less by the time they joined the 

refugee crush. "Befo~ we came here from Nam Yun [refugee 
holding centre in Thailand's Ubol Raichathani Province to the 
northeast] we burnt our miliiary uniforms," says R':vtah-Dock, 
by way of e:'tplanatory apology for the alien jeans and T-shim in 
which most of the Dega arc clad. Tradiiional dress - black 
woven shins and 1ops (long-sleeved for men. short for women) 
with silver buttons and colourful stripes - arc distant memories. 
More enduring arc thoughts of loved ones left behind. Thoraban 
has :i wife and three children somewhere in the highlands, Nay-
Rong a wife and four children, likewise R'Mah-Dock. Ex-pro-
paganda chief Y Bhuat Eban said goodbye to a ~fc and six 
children some time back. Now he has a second wife and two 
more children. ··· r · · · · 

God - the Christian One - most certainly lives on in the 
highlands. The million or more Dcga ·arc solidly Christian. 
(Adherents to Catholicism and Protesiantism - Evangelists -
arc split about equally, though at Site 2 Souih the Pro1cstan1s 
number 158.) Arriving ac their prescnl camp less than two 
months ago, one of the first acts of the Dega leadership was co 
cons1ruc1 1wo churches. Their mos! prized possession is a Bible, 
cherished :ind protected even as personal and therefore :rnimpor-
tan; scraps of paper and phocographs were mushed underfoo1 on 
fores! trails. They refer to it as their Hadruom, !he "Book of 
God's Word." h is written in Ocg:i/Rhadc: and was printed in 
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. . . .:. -· ..... 
1hc: U.S. The D~g:i Jre w11hou1 pastor or priest. bur 1hey man:ige . 
Y Samy Ayun Jdm1niste:-s to the Protestams. "I lc:l!ned from 
looking JF my father. who was :in E\"Jngelis1 p:istor." he 
explains . ··He w:is killed by the North Vietnamese." There's :ilso 
comfort in DegJ/ Rhac:: programs from : h~ Chrisiian-funded 
Far East BrcJdcascing in the Philippines. 

The cld wav.\. basically animisiic :ind 1r:insplanted among 
the 1,500.rn~tre pe:iks vi" the highlands :.000 yc::in ago. have 
never bc:en totally submerged. lncorporaied imo tradition :ire 
Mnam Puor Hua, a period in November and December when the 
harvest is in. Hua Msat is a time for remembering ancestors. 
Everyday liic: echo~ of !he anciems too. The Oc:ga arc by instinct 
longhousc: people:, though single-family co11ages began appear-
ing some decades ago . Aftc:- marriage, a husband moves in with 
his in-laws. Offspring take the moiher's name . The long.houses, 
without rafters or beams, once measured 100 metres; now they're 
around 40. Siie ~ Souih has 32 huts, and most oi 1he scvcmeen 
women and 23 children live in a row separated from the menfolk. 

H 'Ng::im. 35. who marched wi1h her resistance-trooper 
husband Lo Mu-Ha Bhong through e\·cry battle: and thc:n 

imo exile. says she'd like 10 go home. But she doesn'1 think tha1 
will happen: "The Vietnamese make it impossible." Like 
everyone else, she thinks third-<:ountry resc11lemen1 the only 
course. She wai1s on ihe border for something 10 happen. Othcr5 
arc in a hurry. Bangkok police last week announced they'd 
detained nineieen Dcga in ihc Thai capi1al. If 1he Dcga at Sire 2 
Souih knew of this attempt 10 leapfrog the system, 1hen they'd 
kepi quic:t about it. Minding God's and your own business is 
wha1 1he people of Ala Cu Chiang believe life's all about. • 
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