





'MASSACRE

I HE VIET CONG struck out of the jungle at
midnight. Thatched huts of the mountain
people of Vietnam flared up, one-by-one, before
the flamethrowers until the whole refugee hamlet
of Dak Son was ablaze. The mountain people—
Montagnards—afraid to run, afraid to stay, sought
refuge in the trenches they had dug beneath their
houses to protect themselves from a more conven-
tional war of mortars and rifle fire which they had
come 0 know.

They were not prepared for methodical mas-
sacre. There was no defense against grenades that
marauding Viet Cong tossed on top of them as
they huddled in the dugouts.

The attack continued until daylight. Then the
Viet Cong force, estimated at 300, pulled back in-
to the jungle near the Cambodian border. In their
wake they left more than 200 mountain people
dead—mostly women and children. Another 300
persons of the 2000 population of Dak Son were
missing, some dead, others wandering injured and
stunned. Some who managed to escape were hid-
ing in the jungle.

DAK SON

The massacre of December 5 at Dak Son was
the worst attack against civilians of the long war
in Vietnam. In addition to those killed and miss-
ing, another 50 persons were hospitalized in the
Phuoc Long provincial capital of Song Be, about
a mile from the burned hamlet. Most of them
were suffering from severe burns from the flame-
throwers used in the early morning attack.

The Viet Cong were reported to have sought
revenge against the Montagnards of Dak Son be-

. cause they had moved into the Government-con-

trolled hamlet in the first place, had refused to
leave and would not furnish male recruits as
soldiers and bearers for the communist forces.
Several recent Viet Cong attacks against Dak Son
had been repelled by the 56-man local defense
force. This time the VC struck as an organized
military force and overwhelmed the defenders.

(An eyewitness account of the tragedy of Dak Son, writ-
ten by Don Jones, one of the first reporters on the scene,
Sollows.)

Nearly every hut in Dak Son II (foreground) was burned

1o the ground. This new hamlet was inkabited by

Montagnards who recently had come there from Viet Cong territory.
Old Dak Son on the other side of the dirt road (backeround)

was scarcely damaged. Three rows of barbed were fences were cut by
the VC troops who beat the white path as they entered the hamlet.





















VICTIMS OF THE MASSACRE at Dak Son
were Montagnards of the Stieng group, one
of the smallest ethnic groups in the southern
mountain regions of Vietnam. All together they
number about 20,000 in three western Vietnamese
provinces bordering Cambodia. In Cambodia their
numbers are greater.

The term “Montagnard” which came into com-
mon usage during the French colonial era, refers
to probably the oldest inhabitants of what is now
South Vietnam. Montagnards number some 700,-
000, representing 40 distinct ethnic communities.

Archaeological evidence is scanty, but it is
thought that these dark-skinned peoples came into
the area in ancient times and that successive in-
vasions of Mongoloid peoples from China drove
them into the highlands and pressed them south-
ward down the mountain chain of Vietnam.

Despite the complexity of languages, neighbor-
ing Montagnards are, in general, sufficiently fam-
iliar with one another’s language to communicate,
assisted by conventional sign language.

Politically and economically, the village is the
unit of overriding importance. Knowledge of out-
siders has been extremely limited. Each village is
largely self-contained and handles its internal pol-
itical affairs through an elected council and a
headman. :

Characteristic ways of thought and behavior
have set them apart from the rest of Vietnam.
The typical Montagnard—as seen by the lowland-
er—is a non-Vietnamese-speaking dark-skinned in-
habitant of the remote mountain areas. He is clad
in loincloth, grows wet and dry rice and other
crops by rudimentary techniques and occasionally
stalks wild boar, wild goat and other prey with a
crossbow.

Montagnard culture is rich in legends, many
having to do with the first appearance of life on
earth. Most Montagnard groups worship an entire
pantheon of spirits, some good, but most evil. The
evil spirits must be appeased on numerous occa-
sions, such as the building of a house, the birth
of a child, the presence of an epidemic. The cele-
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bration characteristically entails sacrificing a buf-
falo and drinking rice wine.

With the expansion of French control in South-
east Asia during the late nineteenth century, con-
tacts between the Montagnards and the rest of the
population increased steadily. The French, inter-
ested in the highlands for plantation agriculture,
gave them special status and steered them separate-
ly. Some learned to speak French.

After 1954 the Vietnamese Government incor-
porated the highlands into the centralized struc-
ture, bringing the Montagnards under direct Viet-
namese administration. The aim of the Govern-
ment is to integrate the Montagnards socially,
economically and politically into the framework
of Vietnamese national life—an objective made
more urgent by the campaign of the Viet Cong
terrorists against the mountain people.

The new Vietnamese Constitution affirms the
equality of all Vietnamese, irrespective of ethnic
origin. It also provides for Government assistance
to enable the Montagnards to preserve their cul-
ture, while improving their educational and eco-
nomic status. Government programs on behalf of
the Montagnards are administered by the Special
Commission for Montagnard Affairs, with provi-
sion for raising the Commission to cabinet status.
The Special Commission is headed by Paul Nur,
who is of Montagnard origin. Assisting him is Lt.
Col. Ya Ba, highest ranking officer of Montag-
nard origin in the Vietnamese Army.






















