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Six Years later: A Perfect Spy Retrospective by Larry Berman 

 

Pham Xuan An was in the final stages of life when he agreed to let me write his 

biography.  For reasons I share in this essay, I titled the book Perfect Spy.  Our first 

discussions started at Givral coffee house where during the American war journalists and 

politicians came to find or plant the latest rumors and story-lines of the day.  Almost 

everyone referred to An as General Givral, where he held his own reserved table.  As An 

became more ill, we started meeting at his home. Our daily conversations lasted many 

hours and totaled many months and years.  He shared with me many photos, documents, 

letters and stories. We finished our conversations only when An could no longer find the 

strength to continue.  He also introduced me to members of his H-63 network and I spent 

several more hours and days with them.   

I remember clearly my final conversation with An.  I arrived at his home and for 

the first time was told An was in his bedroom.  An’s eldest son, An Pham, ushered me 

upstairs where I found the frail An in much discomfort. It saddened me to see him like 

this and I was unsure what to say or do.  Weakly waving his arm, An motioned me to 

come beside him so that I could hear.  “I am dying now. This will be our last meeting.  

Soon I will meet the Emperor of Hell.”   

I tried reassuring An that his illness would pass, but the patient knew better.  He 

asked me to say hello to his American friends and again asked if I heard from Beverly 

Deepe, one of the few former friends who had been unable to forgive An for carrying out 

his mission.  To his last breath, An could not understand why if the United States and 
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Vietnam could reconcile, it was not possible for Deepe to forgive An for whatever 

deception she may have felt he perpetrated.  

An’s South Vietnamese brother-enemies like my good friend Khanh Le who 

introduced me to An had forgiven the past because he understood An as only a 

Vietnamese could.  Khanh had lost his country.  If he was able to offer friendship to An, 

how could the Americans who invaded his country not understand history?  Brother-

enemies understood better than anyone the many lies on all sides of the war.   

My notes show that An next asked me to tell his friends in the United States that 

he might see them again if he returned in his next life as a migrating swallow, something 

he had written about in his college newspaper.  An then whispered something in my ear 

that I will never forget and have never mentioned until now: “Some of your friends you 

cannot really trust. Remember this as you write your book.” I calmly asked An what this 

warning meant and which people he was referring to?  He gave me two names.  “There 

are some who will not be happy with what I have told you, but do not change my story 

for them.  Be sure to tell the truth.”  

An again asked that I say hello to his American friends, singling out Germaine 

Loc Swanson. Even in his frail condition, An started retelling a story he had already told 

me about Germaine’s days as a brave paratrooper/medic and how he had once saved 

Germaine from imminent danger.  A few minutes into the story, An stopped abruptly 

saying only,  “I am too weak. Have a safe trip home, goodbye now.”  

That was the last time I saw my friend Pham Xuan An.   

The full and true story An wanted told appeared less than a year after An’s death 

in the 2007 English edition of my book PERFECT SPY: The Incredible Double Life of 



	   3	  

Pham Xuan An Time Magazine Reporter & Vietnamese Communist Agent.  The book was 

well received in the United States, but also with some controversy.  I was pleased when a 

Vietnamese edition was published, but disheartened when I learned that so much of the 

English language edition was never translated or inaccurately translated. The Vietnamese 

edition also did not include my footnotes or source materials.  This omission was later 

corrected when I insisted on a special limited-run printing with footnotes.  Still, the 

translation remained unchanged until today.  The true story as told to me by Pham Xuan 

An has never appeared in Vietnamese, only in English.  

I am grateful that First News Tri Viet and Nguyen Van Phuoc Founder & General 

Director for wanting to publish a word-by-word translation of the original English 

edition.  He chose Do Hung (Chau Minh Linh), Managing Editor of Thanh Nien Daily to 

be translator.  In his heart and soul Phuoc admires and loves Pham Xuan An’s story.  He 

and I hope to make a movie of An’s life based on PERFECT SPY.  He and I believe it is 

important that Pham Xuan An’s words be heard by the Vietnamese people, especially the 

younger generation because An’s life is not just a war story, but also a story of 

reconciliation and loyalty to country and friends.   

In this new Introduction to the new Vietnamese edition, I have added some new 

stories and details that could not be told in 2007.  I also reflect on how some American 

civilian and military readers reacted to my book and the character/persona of Pham Xuan 

An.  Nevertheless, what makes this new edition so important is the new translation.  

Vietnamese audiences will be reading for the first time Pham Xuan An’s incredible life 

story as told to me, his American biographer.  This makes the First News Tri Viet edition 

both very special and also a very new book.  
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                                           * * * 

 

I am not sure anyone ever knew the real Pham Xuan An, with the exception of his 

wife and mother.  He spent such a large part of his life living his mask—a cover that 

allowed him to deceive everyone—South Vietnamese intelligence organizations, the 

American CIA, American, European and Vietnamese journalists, South Vietnamese 

government officials and even family members. The list of those fooled by An’s mask 

included true intelligence professionals like Edward Lansdale, William Colby and Lou 

Conein; government officials like Nguyen Cao Ky and Tran Van Don; the chief of 

intelligence under Ngô Đình Diệm, Dr. Trần Kim Tuyến; fellow Vietnamese journalists 

and close friends like Nguyen Hung Vuong, who also worked for the CIA and Cao Giao 

who, along with Vuong and An, were known as the “three tenors” of Radio Catinat. The 

long list of correspondents fooled included David Halberstam, Robert Shaplen, Francis 

Fitzgerald, Robert Sam Anson, Neil Sheehan and Stanley Karnow.  All of these 

individuals prided themselves on possessing skills to discern the truth.  None of them 

ever suspected Pham Xuan An was a communist agent.  

When the war was over, each tipped his hat to An for being able to pull it off so 

successfully.  The majority of those fooled offered friendship rather than anger that their 

friend had been a spy.  Most refused to consider the possibility that he or she had been 

used as source material for their friend’s reports to Hanoi An told me that after the war 

former CIA Director William Colby came to Vietnam wanting to see An with trade craft 

questions from one professional spy to another. “It was very dangerous for me to meet 
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with him.  The first time I was not allowed, but then I was permitted to go to a luncheon 

where we greeted one another.”  When I asked An what the two men had discussed, An 

shook his head in a way that meant there were still secrets and riddles that I would never 

understand.  

An’s life as a spy is a shining example of the ambiguity of human intelligence 

both in the way that field affects war and in the way it affects personal relationships.  

Pham Xuan An was an intelligence officer of one side who was directed by his superiors 

to infiltrate the enemy’s camp to obtain information to help his side defeat “the enemy.”  

He has become legend within the intelligence communities around the world wanting to 

know how Pham Xuan An was able to succeed; to not get caught.  

Since publication of PERFECT SPY I have had the chance to discuss An’s role 

as a singleton agent with members of the intelligence community.  Sometime in 2009 I 

was approached by a counter-intelligence officer working for the United States 

government was interested in discussing things that Pham Xuan An might have told me 

that did not appear in the book.  In the aftermath of 9-11 much attention has focused on 

human intelligence. An was the master at gathering information from interpersonal 

relationships.  This counter-intelligence officer believed that Perfect Spy provided insight 

into the effects of a highly placed agent. “It is one of the best examples of the wilderness 

of mirrors often used to describe the world of intelligence,” he later wrote. 

During our discussion, I learned that the counter-intelligence agent was especially 

interested in things An may have told me about his modus operandi that might help create 

a better understanding of the mosaic for gathering human intelligence.  All I could think 

about was how gratified An would be knowing that even in death he was being of use to 
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his adopted country by providing a model so that our homeland could remain secure from 

attack by its enemies.   

Pham Xuan An never considered the United States his enemy. “You know, after 

the Twin Towers went down and when I read the 9-11 commission report, I thought once 

again the strongest and mightiest country in the world was hurt by a failure to understand 

their vulnerability,” said An. “All those people who took over the planes had lived and 

studied in the United States, just like me.  They were probably befriended by Americans 

the way I was.  The big difference is I was not sent to the United States to destroy 

America.  I was there to study their psyche so that we could better understand a potential 

enemy. I cried after the Twin Towers went down and could not celebrate my birthday on 

September 12.  It was such a sad day.”  

Even today, I am not sure how it was possible for one man to live so long a life, 

which, like his name, was hidden and concealed?  How did An survive without getting 

caught or not slipping up?  What kind of man can forge friendships based on a falsehood 

and, when the deception is unveiled, leave so few feeling betrayed.  The answer is that 

Pham Xuan An betrayed no one. I will have more to say about this shortly. He became a 

spy not for money or personal fame.  He accepted his mission because he loved his 

country and had a dream for his country. An survived his mission and in doing so he 

became a Hero in Vietnam. This is why I titled the biography of An’s life, PERFECT 

SPY.  

Part of the mystery of the man begins by asking the question-“who was the real 

Pham Xuan An?”  Is it the person before, during or after the war?  Is it possible to even 

know?  Did An himself even know the answer?  An had been told that unless he 
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completely immersed himself into his mask, he would fail in his mission and end up dead 

like a fish on a cutting board. He needed to become someone else, not just in how he 

acted with others, but in the way he lived and thought. In doing so, he became another 

person, but who was that person when the war was over and the mask no longer needed?  

 I believe that An knew who he was, but that meant recognizing all he had given 

up and lost.  He was never permitted to leave Vietnam to attend his son’s graduation from 

North Carolina and later Duke University Law School because, in An’s own words, 

“They are still unsure who I am.”  An confided in me that “I really wanted to see my son 

graduate, but understood the situation.  He was allowed to go in exchange for me 

remaining here, forever, which is OK now.”  An asked me not to put this in the book.  

As his biographer, I know that An came to love his cover, his mask, of working as 

a correspondent for a free press.  An learned the journalism trade at Orange Coast 

College as part of his mission in California between 1957-59.  A mission to learn all he 

could about the Americans because leaders in Hanoi already envisioned the day when 

Americans would replace the French colonialists.  No one could possibly envision in 

1957 the size and eventual destruction of that American commitment, but the Vietnamese 

certainly anticipated their small country going head-to-head with the Americans.  An 

admired the Americans he met for their way of thinking, their values and freedoms they 

possessed.  Years later he wanted his children to be educated in America because that 

was the place he had learned about “humanity.”    

Some of the greatest spies in history developed an Achilles Heel and then 

jeopardized their mission by falling in love or becoming greedy.  An never became 

greedy, but he did fall in love—with the United States he had visited in 1957-59 and with 
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the Americans he met there.  He also admired the Americans he met later while working 

for “the enemy” in Vietnam as part of his cover. I cannot imagine what it must have been 

for An to admire and like the same people he needed to defeat.  For An, defeat of the 

enemy meant that the American troops would go home and allow the Vietnamese to settle 

their political situation. The future of Vietnam belonged to the Vietnamese people—not 

the Americans, French or Chinese.  

During this entire period of his mission lasting until Vietnam was unified and no 

foreign armies remained on Vietnam soil, An held a dream that when the war ended his 

new reality would keep him working as a correspondent in a unified Vietnam.  He once 

told me that he would have loved to work for Time Magazine again.  I believe this was 

the only possible way An’s mask and real life could meet in happiness. It turned out to be 

part daydream and part nightmare.  An dreamed that his countrymen would naturally 

share the same dream.  “In my life I had only two responsibilities. One was to my country 

as an obligation; the other one was to my American friends who taught me everything 

from A-Z, particularly American people. My wish is this. To fight until the country 

recovers independence and then renewal of diplomatic and normalization relations 

between the Vietnamese and American people and then I will die anytime smiling.” 

Pham Xuan An was a dreamer, but also a lonely man until the very end of his life.  

By lonely I do not mean that he lacked the love of family or friends or country.  He had 

that love in abundance.  His loneliness came from seeing all that was possible for the 

future of his beloved Vietnam.   When he realized that one man’s dream would have no 

effect, he wanted to withdraw, telling me he just wanted to be like Tarzan in the jungle, 
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living alone with family and his animals.  “My story is a lonely one,” An told me.  “I am 

the lonely spy, the lonely Hero, the lonely Vietnamese.”   

At first, I did not really understand An’s meaning.  He was a famous and heralded 

strategic intelligence officer and his life was legend.  Only later did I fully grasp that An 

had lived amongst the Americans for almost two decades.  He knew more about the 

Americans at that time than any other Vietnamese in the entire world.  Even though 

America was his country’s enemy, An did not dislike Americans.  He believed the U.S. 

government was misguided in its intervention and as soon as that ended,  An believed it 

natural to rekindle friendships with people who had been so kind to him during his time 

in the United States and as a correspondent with Time.  Forgive and move on was An’s 

naïve concept in 1975. 

The bottom line was that An valued friendships more than ideology.  In his heart 

he believed he had done the right thing for his country as well as his friends.  It was a 

balancing act few, if any, could succeed in.  How else is it possible to understand the 

risks An took to his own mission when saving the life of his friend Robert Sam Anson or 

the Brandes family or protecting his fellow correspondents from unnecessary risks?  For 

Pham Xuan An, the true meaning of life rested in the words friendship and forgiveness.  

I will never forget the day An first told me about his dream for Vietnam, 

paraphrasing American President Abraham Lincoln’s words of reconciliation and healing 

from Lincoln’s March 4, 1865, second inaugural address.  On that day, Lincoln spoke of 

mutual forgiveness between northern and southern brothers in America’s civil war.  An’s 

paraphrasing was not precise, but close enough. “With malice toward none; with charity 

for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish 
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the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne 

the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan—to do all which may achieve and cherish a 

just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.”   

An told me this dream more than once, but he always qualified it by saying “don’t 

write that down; I just tell you so you understand my situation.”  Perhaps this is why I 

feel as I do when reviewing the dozens of post-1975 military photographs of An and his 

fellow Heroes.  I notice how out-of-place and uncomfortable he looks in these photos.  

Perhaps this is why I never saw any of these pictures in the part of his home open to 

visitors. Instead, An displayed his books and new copies of Time.  

But here is where the mystery of Pham Xuan An continues.  Upstairs he did keep 

his medals and commendations.  Was all this simply a continuation of the mask he had 

worn for so long?  Was it possible to keep his two personas separated for the duration of 

his life?  Since publication of PERFECT SPY, I have learned that An actually received 

sixteen medals, fourteen of which were battle medals.  Some of these I already knew 

about, like his contributions in 1963 to helping General Giap counter the new American 

doctrine of counterinsurgency at Ap Bac.  An did not know it at the time, but he was 

really Giap’s teacher on counter-insurgency.  Or An’s 1965 reports on the U.S. increasing 

the size of its military commitment; or his detailed reports before and after the TET 

Offensive in 1968; and his1974 analysis that there was no way the United States would 

return to support their decimated ally, South Vietnam. An’s sources of government and 

ARVN officials were impeccable.  An’s coded reports led to the final offensive that 

would reunite his country. Mai Chi Tho told me that An’s reports to COSVN were central 

to success. 
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An spoke at length of providing advance warning on the U.S. plans to invade 

Cambodia in April 1970 and the incursion into Southern Laos in February 1971, Lam 

Son 719, a major defeat for ARVN. “I had the documents and I was a reporter, so I knew 

who and how to ask the right questions,” said An.  Lam Son 719 was expected to be a 

quick ARVN victory that would demonstrate the success of Vietnamization in an all-

ARVN ground action supported by U.S. airpower.   

The reports and documents provided by An helped prepare for the counter-

operation and resulted in a crushing defeat, including the loss of many U.S. pilots and 

crew.  An told me that I could not report until his death that his close ties to the CIO 

allowed him to expose the plan to attack southern Laos in early 1971.  Based on these 

reports, COSVN sent a team to study battlefield conditions in the Southern Laos area. An 

also learned that American military specialists were in Vietnam planning for the move 

into southern Laos that would cut the Ho Chi Minh Trail. 

Demonstrating human intelligence at its finest, An worked all his connections in 

the South Vietnamese Marine Division.  He learned of a “distant operation” for an attack 

into southern Laos.  An sensed an attack being planned for the 1971 dry season to cut the 

Ho Chi Trail.  From his CIO contacts An learned that American advisors and Army 

airborne rangers were involved. “I could also see that everyone was coming back from 

these scouting preparation missions with sunburns on their arms. I knew they did not look 

like that from Vietnam so it must Laos.  Whenever I would joke about this, I could tell 

from the uneasy response that I was correct in my analysis so that is when I really started 

writing my reports.” An’s film was quickly sent from COSVN to Hanoi.  Once the 
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campaign was launched, An was able to us his cover as a journalist to get reports on 

casualties and strategy.  

An spoke often of persuading General Duong Van Minh to drop out of the 1971 

Presidential elections.  I tell this story in my book, but what I do not say is that the 

usually self-effacing An took center-stage in relaying the story of how he saved his friend 

for being embarrassed by the Americans and Thieu regime. An's involvement in getting 

Big Minh to drop out combined with his role in providing advance warning of the 1971 

Lam Son 719 incursion shows An’s tangible impact on the war on two battlefields—

military and political.  He could have been TIME’s Man of the Year, 1971! 

        Throughout our time together there were questions I asked An that were never fully 

explored in the first edition of my book. For example, I always wondered about his 

marriage in 1962 to Thu Nan.  She was not a party member.  Why did the party permit it?  

Someone must have allowed it.  So much time had been spent building An’s cover it 

seemed very risky to allow the marriage.  An told me that at first he was told he could not 

marry her and instead there would an arranged marriage with another agent who would 

help protect him.  “I told them I would quit if they did not let me marry her.  That was all 

there was to it.”  

I always suspected that An’s proposal to an American woman at Orange Coast 

College, Rosanne Rhodes—was intended as part of his cover, a perfect cover for An who 

could return to Vietnam with an American wife.  Rosanne told me that this was always 

An’s wish that she return to Vietnam with him.  “I would have become very famous if I 

did that,” joked Rosanne. “I would have been the wife of Vietnam’s most famous spy.” I 
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asked An about his motives at the time. He told me that he really loved Rosanne but 

acknowledged that it would have also benefited his cover.   

Looking back I was surprised by the way An managed to get close to the most 

politically important “men of the hour” in South Vietnam whenever he needed.  He 

always formed relationships with the most avowed anti-communists and stayed away 

from anyone he suspected of having revolutionary sympathies.  By mid 1965 An had 

befriended Nguyen Cao Ky, who many years later threatened to slit An’s throat. An had 

given a pedigree dog to Ky who, like An, raised birds, fighting cocks and dogs.  Ky loved 

that dog and often asked An for advice on dog training.  “We would speak at his home 

and I would pick up small things about personalities, coup-rumors and things like that.”   

I often asked An about his relationship with Nguyen Van Thieu. An told me he 

never really got to know Thieu but did have good sources in the President’s inner circle.  

An told me that in order to understand why the United States failed militarily, I needed to 

go back to the 1963 coup that overthrew Diem. “My friend Lou Conein told me the 

whole story.  Conein engineered that coup.  Conein knew that Diem did not favor 

American troops turning his country into a battlefield and was already reaching out for 

neutralist and third-party solutions.  So, that meant the United States had to get rid of 

Diem and they eventually settled on someone like Thieu--who became their new circus 

monkey addicted to the opium of American aid.”   

An explained to me that the greatest failure made by the United States was in 

failing to develop and cultivate a new leadership cadre. In looking over my unused 

interview notes, I found this: “The Americans never focused on developing a new group 

of leaders in the south who could inspire the ordinary people, the peasants. Instead, they 
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hired a monkey and gave him opium. He could not be self-reliant and could only exist 

with aid. When the aid was withdrawn, it was just a matter of time before the monkey 

died.”  An believed that Thieu betrayed everyone.  

In PERFECT SPY I wrote much about An’s relationship with Dr. Tran Kim 

Tuyen.  An and Tuyen were very close with Robert Shaplen of the New Yorker, who had 

developed excellent working relationships with the U.S. Embassy and the CIA station. 

Whatever Shaplen knew about American intentions or how they assessed situations, he 

shared with An, his principal assistant. An therefore knew all of the American moves 

before they happened.  So did COSVN. 

On April 30, 1975, An helped many of his brother-enemies escape, but the most 

well known was the leading anti-communist in South Vietnam, Dr. Tuyen.  An had 

known and worked with Tuyen since his return from the USA.  In fact, the closest An 

came to ever getting caught involved something that happened in 1960 when he 

recommended a WAC who had worked for Big Minh for a job with Dr. Tuyen.  

Unbeknownst to An, she worked for the other side.  Military security asked Tuyen who 

had recommended her and they soon confronted An.  “I said she was very pretty and I did 

not know she was VC.”  They responded, “how can you put VC in this office?”  An 

replied, “I’m not married, I offered her a job, she was attractive and could type.” An told 

me this was a close call because in 1960 he was relatively unknown and had yet to 

establish himself. He confided in me something I have yet to share with anyone: “Tuyen 

probably saved my life by telling security I was OK.”   Maybe this was an IOU for events 

fifteen years later that would also define An’s legacy. 
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By 1961, Tuyen’s organization was recruiting teams of paramilitary agents in a 

program that was strongly supported by William Colby the CIA station chief.  “That is 

where I got to know Colby,” An told me.  Here is another story I have never revealed 

until now.  “I learned from Tuyen how dangerous the missions were. These were not 

likely to succeed.  In fact they did not.  I had good and close friends who were being 

recruited as paratroopers for missions. The ARVN money was very good, but I was very 

worried about them.  In one case, I urged a close friend not to do it because I knew it 

would be the end. The person listened to me because I got Tuyen to provide a safer 

mission without disclosing my source.  I also assumed that other agents were providing 

advance details on the drops and that made me realize these were suicide missions.”   

Prior to 1975 An had never experienced life under communism. When the war 

was over, there were some within Vietnam’s Security Police Office, the “Cong An” who 

were puzzled by his actions during the final days of the war when he saved so many 

South Vietnamese, especially Dr. Tuyen.  An only compounded matters by speaking 

fondly about his many friends. As a result, An understood why he was not really trusted.  

After all, he had spent so much time living with the enemy and that enemy had wrought 

so much destruction on his country.   

An always joked with me about going to a political institute in Hanoi so that he 

could learn communist ideology and Marxist economics. He was often ridiculed as an 

“American boy” who had lived a “phony life” for two decades.  An tried being a good 

student, but he already knew too much.  An was then sent home and for the next decade 

spent his days reading with his children and raising his birds, dogs and fighting cocks. 

Whenever a friend from the old days arrived in Saigon, they were told that An did not 
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want to see them.  “They lied,” An later tells me. “This was my loneliest time.  I had only 

BBC and my family.” 

With the thawing in diplomatic relations between Vietnam and the United States, 

An arranged to have his son study journalism at the University of North Carolina.  An 

wanted his son to have the same opportunity he had been given. All of this was made 

possible primarily though the efforts of former Time-Life correspondents and other 

journalists who had worked with An during the war.  They raised enough money for 

young An’s tuition and took care of his room and board.  When Pham Xuan An requested 

a visa to attend his son’s graduation in America, it was denied. He would never be 

permitted to leave Vietnam.  “They do not know who I am and no one wants to sign my 

exit visa and be responsible for letting me out. It could ruin their career if I said or did 

something wrong.”  

Many have asked whether An survived for so long because he was being 

protected by other intelligence organizations. An always gave me the same answer: “Yes, 

I was recruited by the CIA with a few offers, but I first sought the advice of my superiors 

in the jungle.”  Maybe An should accept so that he could disseminate false information.  

An assured me that in all cases his superiors concluded that it was too dangerous to the 

success of his primary mission.  Following Nixon’s visit to China in 1972, there were too 

many Chinese agents in Vietnam, forcing An to alter the way he operated.  He stopped 

sending documents because of the risk of being traced. “China’s goal is a world without 

Vietnamese,” An often told me. “They cannot be trusted.”  

American critics of PERFECT SPY often criticized me for not calling Pham 

Xuan An the enemy who was responsible for the deaths of many Americans.  These 
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readers thought that I admired An too much and failed to understand the blood on his 

hands for helping to kill Americans.  Questions over the number of deaths that An caused 

were common. There was widespread skepticism over An’s claim that he “never 

knowingly killed anyone.” I did write in PERFECT SPY that if An was indeed the 

master spy and if H-63 killed as many Americans as they claim, then plenty of people 

suffered as a result of An’s reports.  

Critics wrote that I failed to see An as a traitor.  In response I asked how could An 

be a traitor since his country was Vietnam.  An could not betray South Vietnam because 

he had never expressed allegiance to it. Emotionally and intellectually it was not his 

country. He could betray only his fellow combatants, other VC.  He never did this and he 

did not betray his friends, although he certainly used them as raw material to complete his 

job. 

Some critics have insinuated that An was the one who planted a bomb on 

February 23, 1971 on the helicopter that killed the South’s military star General Do Cao 

Tri and Newsweek correspondent Francois Sully.  Tri, nicknamed "the Patton of the 

Parrot's Beak," for the Cambodian incursion was killed along with eight others when the 

helo exploded.  An was supposed to be on that flight but at the last minute gave his seat 

to Sully.  It has been speculated that the helicopter was sabotaged by a rival general or by 

the Viet Cong. Some believe that the bomb was placed on board by An at the last minute.  

In our discussions, An would always use this example to illustrate only how lucky 

he was, the “lucky revolutionary.”  An told me that he and a photographer had been 

invited by Tri to cover an exclusive story of Tri replacing General Lam who had suffered 

major setbacks in southern Laos.  Thieu feared a coup and assigned Tri to “go to an 
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isolated outpost to raise the morale of my people.” An told me that the pilot was Tri’s 

nephew.  An was naturally curious as a journalist as well as agent about the operation in 

southern Laos and planned to go but at the last minute his friend Sully asked to go.  An 

reluctantly gave up his seat, agreeing in return that he and Sully would debrief at dinner 

that evening.  He insisted he could never kill a friend like that.  

What would these critics have done in An’s shoes?  I am certain they, like me, 

would defend their country.  Yet, critics charged that “one cannot help from noticing that 

you speak of An with a tone of admiration and even awe. It is a bit baffling what there is 

to like about any individual who would dedicate his life to helping the enslavement and 

extermination of mass numbers of people by a Stalinist ideology – all the while enjoying 

the luxury of freedom of a society that he helped deny to his own people.”  

 On this issue, An was a realist. “I didn’t fight for any of this,” he told me in 

reference to Vietnam's slow embrace of economic reforms after reunification.  

Unfortunately, the majority of what An told me never appeared in the first Vietnamese 

edition, most notably An’s criticisms of Vietnam’s reliance on Soviet economic 

orthodoxy.  It does appear in this translation and edition.  I am so happy that this true 

word for word translation of my English edition is now available in Vietnam.  

A final personal thought is about my own dreams:  The next time I see a 

migrating swallow, I will think of my friend Pham Xuan An, smiling from above and 

coming for a visit.  
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