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THE DEATH OF TRẦN VĂN TUYÊN (*) IN A POLITICAL 

PRISON CAMP IN NORTH VIETNAM 

 

Editor’s Notes: 

The author of this article was a high-ranking official of former South Vietnam. He was 
recently released from communist political “reeducation” camp where he had witnessed 
events of blood and tears; he has now been reunited with this family in France. Under the 
former Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam), his activities were purely technical; he had not 
participated in any political party with one exception that he was very active with the Pax 
Romana organization (an international catholic movement for intellectual and cultural affairs). 
Was this the reason why the Hanoi authorities had detained him for eight straight years in 
their political prison camps? 

 

… On April 29, 1975, at his residence #198 Hồng Thập Tự St, Saigon, attorney Trần Văn 
Tuyên received a call from Bùi Lượng, a rank and file leader of the Tổng Liên Đoàn Lao Công 
Việt Nam (Union of Vietnamese Workers and Laborers) announcing: “Trần Quốc Bửu has left 
the country.”  

A veil of melancholy fleeted across Trần Văn Tuyên’s bright intelligent eyes behind the 
lenses of his glasses.  He said: “Everybody has to die once. What can one accomplish by 
running away? It’s such a shame and a dishonor!” 

If Cambodia had Sirik Matak who turned down a favor offered by former allies who had 
betrayed him, Vietnam also had many fighters who proudly defended their grounds to the 
end. Trần Văn Tuyên’s two-sentence “self-confessions” at the order of communist authorities 
epitomized his spirit as it got etched in the heart and mind of all nationalist refugees of 
Vietnam: 

 

“I have committed no crime against my fatherland or my people. If I have done 
anything wrong, it was only to stand up against communism, against colonialism, 
against dictatorship, against militarism, against injustice.” 

 

On behalf of this magazine editorial staff, we sincerely thank the author for having 
provided the information on the last days of our patriotic hero, attorney Trần Văn Tuyên, an 
honest and righteous politician, an indomitable leader of Việt Nam Quốc Dân Đảng, a fervent 
and exemplary co-founder of the Vietnamese Boy Scout movement. 

 

Editorial Staff, Special Edition of Houston Hội Ái Hữu Vietnam Magazine, Year of Tiger, 
Tết 1986. 
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AN INDOMITABLE FORTITUDE 

(TẤM GƯƠNG BẤT KHUẤT by Vân Uyên (1)) 

 

 

Autumn morning in North Vietnam could turn somewhat nippy.   

As I shifted my body, the fellow reeducation detainee on my right struck a conversation: 

“Trần Văn Tuyên’s presentation is scheduled for this morning. The topic is so tricky I 

wonder how he’s going to manage.” 

Indeed!  The subject of the presentation that Trần Văn Tuyên was forced to do today was 

about “The Reactionary Political Parties of South Vietnam.” 

It had been almost a week now since Trần Văn Tuyên had been sent for to work with the 

cadre-instructor and be guided on what to say and what not in his presentation. 

 

I heard about Trần Văn Tuyên earlier when we were both confined at the Long Thành 

camp in South Vietnam. There, about three thousand former South Vietnam politicians, public 

servants and other well-known public figures were being held prior to receiving their political 

“reeducation”. 

During one of those reeducation sessions, when everyone was half-dozing off while 

sitting packed like sardines on dirty and wobbly benches, the announcement by the cadre-

instructor via loud speaker suddenly jerked attendees out of their stupor. The announcement 

was about some of self-confessions papers that political detainees were required to submit.  

Among these papers, the one written by Trần Văn Tuyên was singled out. 

“Thanks to the leniency and the humanity of our government, these reeducation classes 

had been organized to help all of you atone from your past transgressions. You ought to 

understand that the sins you had committed are capital crimes. However, due to their 

humanitarian mercy and compassion for their fellow countrymen, the Party and the 

administration have generously given you the opportunity to show remorse and repentance 

so you may be allowed to return home and become good citizens of this Socialist Republic of 

Vietnam. Thus, to go home early or late depends on your own conduct. 
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After the last education classes, each of you have submitted your own self-confessions 

papers.  Our staff had been working around the clock to read and grade these papers, as well 

as to assess your level of repentance. 

We noticed good improvement in the majority of the papers submitted.  At this rate, you 

may be allowed to be reunited with your families soon. 

However, there also exists a number of self-confessions papers that need to be 

discussed and analyzed in order to help their owners learn to think in the right way, to feel 

attrition and to atone the sins they had committed, which is the only way for them to admit 

where the just cause lies.  Among these people is the case of Trần Văn Tuyên.” 

 

Inside the stuffy and heat-burning tin-roofed hall, the amplified voice of the cadre-

instructor pierced our eardrums; however, instead of feeling frustrated or sluggish as every 

day, now everyone was wide-awake and all ears.  

“It is such a pity that we have wasted our efforts and patience these past few months 

trying to educate people like Trần Văn Tuyên.  How can we ever recommend that he be 

released and allowed to live in our new society? 

He not only does not confess to his crimes against his country and his people, instead he 

dares declare that he is a patriot, that he loves his country and his people in his own way that 

is different from our Socialism. 

What a preposterous statement!  He is not capable of telling black from white.  He does 

not understand that Socialism is the unique way to love this country and its people. 

By standing against our Socialism, he betrays his country, he betrays his people.”   

 

Even when both of us had been confined at the same Long Thành camp, Trần Văn 

Tuyên and I had not met because he was housed in a section reserved for those who had 

been associated with political parties. 

I also heard that in that political section, there was an elderly revolutionary politician with 

whom long ago, in China, Hồ Chí Minh had collaborated.  This elder statesman had also 
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refused to write his self-confessions.  When the camp cadres urged him to hand over his 

papers, he told them:  

“I will not lower myself by answering you, cadres.  Tell Hồ Chí Minh to come here if he 

has any questions for me.” 

 

I finally met with Trần Văn Tuyên again after we both were transferred to North Vietnam.  

Prior to this, I had heard of his reputation and had attended a presentation he gave on the 

topic “Balance of Force of World Powers in South-East Asia.”   I vividly remembered him 

holding in one hand small-sized cards on which he kept key notes on the presentation.  As he 

spoke, he would now and then shuffle them and throw a glance at his notes. 

I met Trần Văn Tuyên and had a conversation with him about a month after our transfer 

from South Vietnam to the political camp Hà Sơn Bình in the North.  We were both confined 

at the same compound but in different houses, so the opportunities to meet each other were 

rare and if at all, rather brief. 

I recalled how he had given me advice during our conversation, just like an attorney 

advising his client: 

“In dealing with communist agents, remember that however they may harass you, you 

should never give them anything in black and white that they can use to nail you down.  In 

those self-confessions, just write down the minimum of your past activities  -  only those that 

had been publicly known  -  and leave out everything else. Otherwise, they will exploit it and 

harass you to no end...” 

After this encounter, I had no other opportunities to speak with him again till the day I 

witnessed his demise.  However, during this hiatus, I often heard about him through some of 

my friends who were housed with him. 

 

That fateful morning (2) of the presentation - just like any other morning before the official 

gong sound signaling detainees to tidy up their sleeping areas while awaiting the cadres to 

unlock and unchain the house door so detainees could go out to the yard for morning 

physical exercises - one could hear low-voiced conversations, sounds of someone smoking 

the hookah pipe, and sounds of footsteps. 
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I stretched myself up while replying to my neighbor’s comment: 

“Don’t worry! This is not the first time Trần Văn Tuyên is doing a presentation.” 

Actually as I said those words, in my mind I could not help having my own concerns 

because I heard that Trần Văn Tuyên had confided in some friends at his house that he had 

been fully aware of the camp administration’s snare to entrap him. 

In this compound, we were confined in two houses that shared a same common 

courtyard, separated by a thin wall about a man’s height that had an arch-type opening about 

four feet wide that, during normal hours, we were not allowed to cross. At each of the 

courtyard corner ends, there was a large water basin where detainees could wash 

themselves and their clothes. 

While the hundreds of us were on line waiting to start our morning exercises -  some 

jogging in place to warm up, some swinging their arms and twisting their bodies around  -  I 

happened to look through the arch and caught a glimpse of Trần Văn Tuyên, in his pajamas, 

hands holding his toiletries.  He was walking toward a camp cadre and stopped at about two 

yards in front of this man. He said something as if asking for the permission to wash ahead of 

the group and to be dispensed from morning exercises so he could get ready for his 

presentation. The cadre made serious faces, and then nodded.  At that, Trần Văn Tuyên 

slowly walked toward the water basin alone. 

The exercises began and I lost track of what ensued, but because we were all facing the 

water basins, I could still see Trần Văn Tuyên’s figure from afar. 

That fall morning was not yet nippy but cool enough.  Later, according to some of those 

standing in the front rows closer to the water basins, Trần Văn Tuyên not only brushed his 

teeth, but also washed his hair and himself.  They expressed concerns that it was not wise as 

that might cause him to get sick since they were aware that Trần Văn Tuyên was not in top 

health condition and normally was taking some medicines that he had brought along from 

home. 

After the morning exercises, breakfast, cleaning and tidying up, washing and changing 

into reeducation uniform, we lined up and marched toward the last room of the house on the 

right that was normally used as a confinement center but for today had been transformed into 

a presentation hall. 
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When our group from the house on the left arrived at the presentation hall through the 

courtyard arch, the detainees from the house on the right had already been there, sitting 

close to one another in rows of three or four on the wooden planks on the inside front of the 

room.  

We were seated on the planks facing the door where, at the end of the hallway and 

between the two rows of planks, there were a small table and three chairs reserved for the 

cadre-instructor and two house-cadres in charge of the our houses.  The two wooden planks 

in the front were left empty. 

After the kick-off, the cadre-instructor talked about the results of the latest education 

session and today’s agenda including the practice of lessons learned. He then gave  the 

words to the two detainees they had previously hand-picked and appointed house-leads to 

report on last week’s successes and failures of inmates in their respective houses. Then the 

session would conclude with Trần Văn Tuyên’s presentation. 

While one of the house-leads was craning his neck and straining his voice reading his 

report that no one was paying attention to, there was a sudden commotion in the area on the 

right front end of the hall near the window through the iron bars of which one could see 

flapping in the breeze lines of detainees’ laundry clothes. 

When the cadre-instructor required silence and order, a voice replied: 

“Someone just fainted (xỉu)!” 

Cadres - natives of northern Vietnam - did not seem to understand the term “xỉu”. They 

turned to house-leads for help.  The disorder in the hall became louder, especially in the back 

area where people stood up and craned their necks to catch a glimpse of what was going on.  

Some bolder ones even got off from their plank and walked over to the front to investigate. 

One of the cadres called out for everyone to sit tight at their place; then the five of them 

walked toward the area of initial commotion.  At this time I was sitting somewhat in the middle 

area of the planks on the left, so I could see across fairly clearly.  I saw a man being held up 

on both sides by his neighbors; his head and body were slouching to the front; meantime a 

third person was rubbing tiger balm on his chest, his back, his forehead, behind his ears and 

his neck.  A voice whispered:  

“Looks like Trần Văn Tuyên got sick.”  



 

7/15 

A cadre ordered everybody to move away and told the two men who were helping Trần 

Văn Tuyên to lay him down.  I saw Trần Văn Tuyên lying rigid, his eyes closed, from his 

agape mouth escaped a heavy wheeze.  The cadre tapped his body first, then his hand and 

face, calling out: 

“ Anh Tuyên! Anh Tuyên!” 

He did not answer.  After having tried a few more times without success, the cadre sent 

for the man in charge of the infirmary. 

 

In the Hà Sơn Bình compound, besides the reeducation camp where about two hundred 

South Vietnamese political prisoners were confined, there was also another area for about 

one thousand civilian criminals.  However, for the entire compound, there was only one room 

called the infirmary, managed by an older male-nurse and two young assistants. 

 

A while later two young nurse-assistants came in to announce that the man in charge 

was away on assignment.  All political detainees were concerned about the conditions Trần 

Văn Tuyên’s was in.  They reminded the cadres that among their ranks, there were a few 

physicians and pleaded that one be allowed examine Trần Văn Tuyên. The cadres agreed 

and so one of the physician detainees examined the patient whose diagnostics I could not 

hear. The cadres ordered the two nurse-assistants to move Trần Văn Tuyên to the infirmary. 

These two men went back to the infirmary and later returned carrying a wooden plank. The 

detainees helped move Trần Văn Tuyên on it and covered him with his blanket that someone 

had fetched. The two nurse-assistants slowly carried the plank out the door. 

All this time, I felt as if my heart had dropped. None of us had known then that the 

wooden plank turned out to be the door of the infirmary that the two nurse-assistants had 

removed to use as a stretcher to carry Trần Văn Tuyên, and that the image I had seen of him 

on this wooden door turned out to be the last vision I would have had of him. 

None of the detainees was allowed to follow him to the infirmary. The cadre-instructor 

announced the end of the meeting, and gave the order for everyone to orderly return to their 

respective house; the house-leads would distribute newspapers and books as reading 

materials for the remainder of the day. 
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As expected, the story of the day  -  the sudden coma that struck Trần Văn Tuyên -  was 

being hotly discussed in whispers by every inmate. Each was deeply anxious, wondering how 

he would make out, whether he would be cared for, what had caused this sudden sickness. 

In a political prison environment such as this, the main speculation was how this happening 

did not bode well at all for Trần Văn Tuyên. 

“It was not surprising that he caught a bad draft by sitting near the window, especially 

being not in good health and after taking that early wash on a cold morning like this,” 

commented one elder detainee, a former member of the Dân Chủ (Democratic) party who 

happened also to be a traditional medicine practitioner. 

Someone else said:  “Wonder if that was real sickness or just a diplomatic sickness to 

dodge the presentation!” 

This comment was strongly challenged by all. 

“Absolutely not true! How could it be a fake when he is still unconscious?” 

 

The person who sat by the window next to Trần Văn Tuyên later related to us: 

“All of a sudden, I saw Trần Văn Tuyên slumping to the front. I caught him and held him 

up as he murmured, “I’m alright, I’m alright,” then suddenly he lost total consciousness.” 

At lunch time, news secretly relayed by detainees who had done labor outside the 

houses and had passed by the infirmary reached all of us: 

“Trần Văn Tuyên was still lying unconscious on a bamboo bed in the infirmary; no one 

was there to provide help or medical care.” 

The room called infirmary was actually a thatch-roofed hut erected on unpaved ground. 

Inside there was just enough space for a small bed of bamboo lattice and an old and wobbly 

table, a chair and a small medicine chest. The contents of the chest consisted of a few cold 

remedies, cough syrup, antacid and some locally manufactured vitamins the dosage of which 

was only one tenth of international standards. There were also a few drugs manufactured in 

other communist countries, and the remainder was mostly traditional Chinese herbal pills, 

powder, sun-dried roots… 
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The reactionary medical doctor (3) who had examined Trần Văn Tuyên this morning told 

us Trần Văn Tuyên ‘s coma was caused by a cerebral hemorrhage  -  a very serious 

condition that required urgent medical treatment. 

Detainees in both houses were anxious about Trần Văn Tuyên’s conditions.  They urged 

their house-cadres to suggest to the camp administration that Trần Văn Tuyên be sent to an 

emergency hospital or medical center. 

In the beginning, the cadres in charge shook their heads and said it was the responsibility 

of the infirmary, but when realizing that detainees were genuinely distressed and troubled by 

the event, they finally agreed to report the case to the camp leadership.  They later informed 

both houses that Trần Văn Tuyên would be sent to the Hà Đông hospital. 

Among those loyally devoted to Trần Văn Tuyên and deeply distraught by his conditions 

was a person I temporarily called Hùng (4). He was an attorney and a former congressman in 

the House of Representatives. He said he was a former law school student of Trần Văn 

Tuyên’s. Camp leadership had appointed him a cell-lead of the labor group  -  a position that 

allowed him to sometimes make trips around the complex. Thus whenever possible, he would 

take the opportunity to walk by the infirmary and later would report what he had observed to a 

number of fellow political inmates so they, in turn, could spread the words to other detainees. 

“They finally transported Trần Văn Tuyên away. It was heart-breaking scene! They 

wrapped him in a reed mat and placed him in the back of an old pickup truck they normally 

used to transport wood, animals and other commodities for the camp. He was lying in the 

open, alone. One of the nurse-assistants accompanied but this guy sat in the front seat with 

the driver.” 

Everyone was appalled upon hearing these details, feeling compassion for Trần Văn 

Tuyên on the one hand, and deploring one’s own unknown fate on the other. 

Even when some detainee house-leads had tried to pry some details out of house-

cadres, there was no further information in the entire afternoon and into the evening on that 

day. 

 

The next morning, as we were at physical exercises, words were whispered that Trần 

Văn Tuyên had died and his body had been returned in the same pickup truck, now parked 
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outside the entrance of the camp. All of us were dismayed. As for me, I did not even know 

why, my tears kept streaming down and I was not able to hold them back. 

After detainees had finished tidying up their houses, the cadres came in to make their 

announcement. 

“We are here to inform you that Trần Văn Tuyên had unfortunately succumbed to his 

serious sickness. As you already knew, the cadres in the infirmary and the doctors and 

nurses at the hospital had done their very best to save him. 

A human life is the most valuable thing. Even when it required the most expensive of 

medicines, the utmost efforts by doctors and nurses, the personnel of the health ministry had 

no reservations trying to keep Trần Văn Tuyên alive. Unfortunately, due to the gravity of his 

illness, they were not able to save him. 

We understand the distress and the sorrow caused you by Trần Văn Tuyên’s death.  That 

is only natural. But for now, we have to take care of his funeral. The camp administration is 

very circumspect about funeral logistics and requirements. 

We would understand it if all of you wanted to attend Trần Văn Tuyên’s funeral. However, 

first, camp’s regulations do not allow us to do so; second, we should refrain from disturbing 

daily activities of this camp that comprises not only your two houses, but also a section of 

regular prisons where prisoners are a mix of all types of criminals. Moreover, bear in mind, 

there are also villagers living outside and around this camp. 

For these reasons, we suggest that you select just a few among you to represent your 

house  -  let’s say five each.  And of course, if among you there are relatives or close friends 

of Trần Văn Tuyên’s, then they should be given priority to attend.” 

 

So much for the speech. In reality, they had already hand-picked the house-leads and a 

number of cell-leads that they had trusted. In the beginning, Hùng was not included. Hùng 

pleaded his case and said he had been one of Trần Văn Tuyên’s students, and that he used 

to visit Trần Văn Tuyên’s home and often ate dinner with him and his family. Detainees also 

helped push his case, so in the end, the cadres agreed to allow Hung attend. 
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Those chosen to attend the funeral were ordered to change from their camp uniform  -  

made of coarse jute dyed in blue, the same blue color worn by ethnic Chinese of the northern 

highlands  -  into their own civilian clothes so they would look more ceremonial. 

Distraught and with a heavy heart, those of us being left behind stood there and watched, 

tears in our eyes, the group walk out in the direction of the camp entrance. 

Meantime, in the room where Trần Văn Tuyên had stayed, a cadre supervised the 

itemization of his belonging: a suitcase, a knapsack, clothes, toiletries, food, medicines…  He 

said a report would be written up and all items would be held in the camp storage to be sent 

or handed over to Trần Văn Tuyên’s family when they would come to claim (5). 

Among political prisoners moved from South Vietnam to the northern Hà Sơn Bình camp, 

Trần Văn Tuyên was the first to lose his life. This untimely casualty shook up the detainees to 

their core viscera. Naturally, Trần Văn Tuyên’s unexpected and death generated multiple 

heated questions and theories. 

Did he take poison to kill himself? Among Trần Văn Tuyên’s belongings there were 

tranquilizer and sleeping pills. But who knew if he had not brought along other medicines 

more potent than those drugs? 

Had the camp leadership ordered the poisoning of Trần Văn Tuyên because of his 

political convictions and his strong stand that could or would impede the success of their 

“reeducation” programs, thereby, taking away their chance for getting political good grades?  

Each detainee had his own theory about the coma that had untimely led to the death of 

Trần Văn Tuyên. But the general consensus was that during the entire time he was left in the 

infirmary, it was clear that no medical attention was provided. Had the medical treatment 

been any different when he had been supposedly taken to the hospital after a day and an 

overnight lying uncared for in the infirmary? 

A heavy atmosphere shrouded the political prison that had sunk into a near silence. If 

any, a conversation would be conducted in low whispers as if at a wake in a funeral home.  

During the entire afternoon, there was not even a swift sight of any cadre around both 

houses. 

The party that went to the funeral returned late in the afternoon. All appeared exhausted 

and covered from head to toes with dirt and mud. The entire community surrounded them for 
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information but they could only give brief summaries before rushing outside to wash up and 

then change for the evening meal. 

Hùng in particular looked worn-out, hair disheveled, eyes still red from having wept often. 

He whispered to some of us who shared with him the same sleeping cell: “Will tell you later 

tonight.” 

And this was the gist of what he had told us: 

“After we left the houses and exited the camp, we went in the direction of the dwellings of 

armed security cadres. We met up with the parked pickup truck on which Trần Văn Tuyên’s 

body was still lying in the open back of the truck, next to a red-dyed coffin. 

The cadres ordered us to put his body in the coffin.  We observed that his body was still 

lying in the same position as when they said they were transporting him to the hospital the 

day before. We all wondered if he had ever been taken to the hospital at all.” 

 

It was almost half a year later that we would learn through a civilian prisoner next door 

who had a relative working at the Hà Đông hospital that Trần Văn Tuyên was indeed 

transported to the hospital; however, he had not been admitted. The hospital administration 

had considered Trần Văn Tuyên near-death and had not wanted to bear the responsibility for 

his decease. The pickup truck was returned to the camp and parked outside the security 

booth.  Trần Văn Tuyên did not expire until the next day early in the morning. 

 

Hùng continued: 

“The coffin was such a pitiful box made of flimsy rough plywood the outside of which was 

colored in red with something that was definitely not paint. They were so stingy they had 

made it too short; we had to bend his head and his legs for him to fit inside.” 

Hùng’s report made us realize that, if you died in the camp, you would be given a bowl of 

rice and an entire boiled duck egg for your funeral. Normally, for the daily two meals, each 

inmate would be given two half-filled bowls of rice  -  that was when the camp had sufficient 

rice and had not mixed it with barley or some other grains. As to eggs, if lucky, each of us 

would be given half a boiled duck egg, once or twice a year. Thus, ever since this tragic 

event, the following phrase at camp Hà Sơn Bình: “he ate one whole boiled duck egg,” sadly 
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meant: “he is dead”. For the living, their only hope to eat eggs would have been only one half, 

if ever. 

Hùng continued his report on the funeral:    

“A guide-cadre led the way to the burial place, followed by four detainee pallbearers, 

including myself.  Behind us were other fellow detainees marching in line. 

From the start to the time we interred Trần Văn Tuyên, we observed one cadre-

photographer taking a great deal of pictures and at all angles.  Several other cadres were 

also present but they always stayed on the sides, in the front or way back at the end, as if 

they wanted to prove they were not attending the funeral, instead just following it out of 

curiosity, or perhaps just to maintain security. 

As we exited the camp, we saw nothing but fields and paddies, beyond which there were 

hamlets with little thatch houses among bamboo thickets. At a very quick pace, the guide-

cadre led the way on over two kilometers and a half of narrow lanes between the paddies. 

Finally, we arrived at a square-shaped area that was the camp burial ground. Here, next to 

existing tombs, several holes had already been prepared for new graves. The guide-cadre 

told us to lower the coffin and bury it. After we were done, they led us back to the camp.” 

Hùng was so distressed during his talk that he often could not help sobbing which made 

all of us also shed tears. Hùng was about to give us more details when there was loud 

banging on the window shutters. One of the armed patrol team members yelled to us, “Shut 

up in there. Keep silence and go to sleep at once!” At that suddenly lights went off  -  much 

earlier and before the normal gong sound indicating bed time. 

The next morning, camp cadres held a meeting with detainees from both houses to 

educate us on Trần Văn Tuyên’s death. 

Back and forth, it was the same talk about humanity and leniency of the communist party 

and administration toward Trần Văn Tuyên; about the severity of his sickness, about the 

devoted medical care provided him, about the circumspect arrangements for his funeral that 

included all traditional rites of our culture. The cadre-instructor concluded the meeting by 

saying that the Trần Văn Tuyên story had ended, thus as of now and going forward, all 

detainees were forbidden to ever speak a word about this event again. 
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History had its own way of living on through words of mouth; could it ever be gagged?  

Only with time might it stay dormant. Nevertheless, over a year later, someone asked me 

about Trần Văn Tuyên. The person who had asked me was neither a communist cadre, nor a 

fellow political detainee.  

One day, on my way back from doing labor work in the fields, while my labor-cell fellow 

members and I were lining up to march back to camp, a group of civilian prisoners comprising 

mostly of young men arrived from a lane perpendicular to us and made a turn at that time. I 

looked at them, among whom there was an intelligent looking youth who smiled at me and 

when walking parallel with me, he asked: “Are you Mr. Trần Văn Tuyên?”  I was in shock but 

indirectly replied with a smile: “How did you know about Trần Văn Tuyên?”  “Oh, I overheard 

cadres telling one another about him, that’s why I wanted to know how he looked like.”  Our 

conversation was unfortunately cut off as an armed cadre stepped up and ordered the civilian 

prisoners to stop and stay on the side to allow our group pass first. Thus I lost the chance to 

tell the young man that Trần Văn Tuyên had died and to ask him what about Trần Văn Tuyên 

had cadres talked with one another. 

Returning to the day the cadre-instructor held the special session where all political 

detainees were told not to never again talk about Trần Văn Tuyên’s death: that afternoon, a 

special meeting was held for all cell-leads. Hùng was dismissed from his position. 

About a month later, Hùng and a few other detainees were relocated. A cadre leaked to 

us that he was moved to a camp strictly for disciplinary prisoners (6). To this writing, I had not 

heard about Hùng again. 

 

Early morning of the fourth day from the day my fellow detainee and neighbor had 

expressed his concerns about the subject of Trần Văn Tuyên’s fateful presentation - it was an 

autumnal day in the year 1976. From behind the iron-barred window of my cell in a political 

prison camp in North Vietnam, I gazed outward to the southern skies and caught a glimpse of 

the early sunlight that had turned the fleeting mist into glistening dew drops that silently rolled 

down from leaves and grass blades like shimmering tears. 

 

Vân Uyên  



 

15/15 

Notes: 

(*)  Trần Văn Tuyên was the foremost respected attorney and politician in the Republic of 
  Vietnam (South Vietnam), for his integrity and insight on the political quagmire in  
  Vietnam during the 1949-1975 era.  He was a patriot whose policies were peace in 
  VN; education, justice, wellbeing, spiritual and material happiness for Vietnamese of all 
  classes. At sixteen, he joined and later became a leader of the Việt Nam Quốc Dân 
  Đảng (VNQDĐ), a nationalistic political party whose uprising in 1939 against French 
  colonial occupation of Vietnam resulted in the execution by fire squad of 30 of its core 
  members. VNQDĐ’s political stance also opposed communism and all other forms of 
  undemocratic government.  After the 1954 Geneva Conference Agreement that  
  partitioned Vietnam into North and South, the VNQDĐ reorganized itself as VNQDĐ-
  Hệ Thống Miền Nam (VNQDĐ-Southern Chapter). It remained active until the fall of
  South Vietnam in 1975 to communist North. 

 

(1) “Vân Uyên” was the penname of Nguyễn Văn Ái, MD, Director of the Pasteur Institute 
in Saigon. Dr Ái was released from the political prison in the circa 1978 and reunited 
with his family in Paris, France. 

(2) Monday, October 26, 1976 

(3) “The reactionary medical doctor” was Professor Trần Vĩ, MD, a former minister of 
Health. In 1990 he published in Paris “A Political Prisoner in Vietnam” in French in 
which one chapter also described attorney Trần Văn Tuyên’s death in prison. 

(4) “Hùng”  was the alias of attorney Đặng Văn Tiếp, a former South Vietnam Armed 
Forces major as well as congressman in the House of Representatives. 

(5) The Hanoi administration had not informed Trần Văn Tuyên’s family of his death. They 
kept it a secret for 18 months. In April 1977, on an official visit to France, then Hanoi 
Prime Minister Phạm Văn Đồng, stated to inquiries on Tuyên’s whereabouts and 
conditions,  “…Tuyên is doing fine in North Vietnam.  We just wanted to keep him there 
for a while until the situation in South Vietnam has quieted down…” The Hanoi 
administration sent a letter dated May 19, 1978 to the International Fellowship for 
Reconciliation (IFOR) in Holland citing the cases of six prominent political prisoners 
among whom “... Trần Văn Tuyên, a former puppet Vice Premier of South Vietnam, 
had died of cerebral hemorrhage…” No other details were given as to date and place 
of death, reason why his family and the world had not been notified, why his body had 
never been returned to his family in Saigon, where had he been buried…. To this date, 
August 2013 (38 years later), Trần Văn Tuyên’s remains had never been returned to 
his children, now living in the US and France. 

(6) Đặng Văn Tiếp, alias Hùng, was sent to the harsh disciplinary camp Cổng Trời located 
in the highland jungles near the Chinese borders. There he attempted to escape but 
was captured. For that, a former South Vietnamese Armed Forces captain named Bùi 
Đình Thi - a turncoat trusted by the camp management - beat him to death. Thi later 
immigrated to the US and lived in California until he was reported by Vietnamese 
refugees. The US Immigration Service deported him but Vietnam refused to take him 
back. For humanitarian reason, the US let him settle on the Marshall Islands where it 
was reported in 2011 that he had died. 


