SUNSET ON IA-DRANG VALLEY
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AUTHOR'S NOTE: This story is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents,
and dialogues are products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual
events or persons is entirely by coincidence.

WEST OF THE Special Forces camp Pleime lay flat jungle stretching for tens
of kilometers westward to the Vietham-Cambodia border; in other directions the
terrain was hilly. That sea of green leaves seemed to end at the foggy horizon where
silhouetted against the sky line were a couple of bluish and far away mountain peaks
that a viewer could hardly tell from illusion. At noons, when big curtains of cloud
moved over the area, blocking the sun high above and casting moving shades over
the far-reaching jungle surface, one tended to think of “spreading sunset” as
described in a certain song.

That was la-Drang valley, located in the westernmost part of Pleiku and drawn
on a military map as a zone of light green color with far apart contour lines. The
valley reminded many American servicemen of the battle between elements of the
First Air Cavalry Division and those of the North Viethamese Army following their
seven - day unsuccessful attack on Pleime. And it was a valley of death, probably to
both sides, although The First Cav. claimed a victory.

The unique characteristic of that valley was its strange beauty at sunsets.
When at about a hand from the horizon, when that round and crimson sun was
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casting its golden rays on the immense green foliage beneath, one had the
impression that the valley was immersed in a rain of pink dust. Then the glittering
color turned gradually into dark brown as the green valley transformed itself to gray,
then brown and wound up as a black sea stretching as far as the horizon now lit by a
faint light. Thus, there came night, legendary and mysterious night at Pleime! And |
had never seen so dark nights anywhere else. Pleime soil is of maroon color, and its
vegetation is dark, a whole environement that does not reflect any star light. And
because of this, fast-vanishing instants of sunset here become more precious and
more cherished as night approaches.

Of the four hundred men at that forward operating base the only person to
share sunsets on Pleime with me was my American counterpart, captain Timothy
Scott. Just a few days after my arrival, sunsets on the valley west of the camp had
already caught my attention, and | would watch them by myself. One day, both of us
were standing by the fighting trench to exchange some topics. By some coincidence,
we all paused and watched the red horizon with multicolored cloud; then, at a closer
range, we looked at la-Drang valley under the last sunlight.

“Beautiful beyond words”, Scott said.

| said something in agreement with his remark but didn't think he really
enjoyed nature's beauty, that professional soldier who had fought in the Korean War.
| needed another incident, not a long time later, to admit that Scott and | did have
something in common. | stepped in his team house on another occasion. A young
sergeant was looking out of a window and said slowly, “sunset on la-Drang valley” to
the amusement of everybody. As | didn't understand why they laughed, sergeant
Powers, Scott's team seargent, explained that captain Scott uttered those words
everytime he watched sunset on the valley and they had become an anecdote of this
A-241 detachment. Upon hearing that, | thought he did like the sunsets on this place.

From that moment on | was more friendly with him and was glad to find that he
had the response | expected. He talked about the landscapes of the places he had
been to, about his wife half the world away, about the things they had in common. He
showed me some of her letters, the letters that expressed her romantic tendency.
There was a paragraph in which she described a bridge at sunset. “It's odd that
sunlight at the end of a day can turn an ugly waterfront into a place of quiet beauty.
That's why | like sunsets so well; | can find a special kind of contentment and inner
peace which seem to hide from the brightness of day”.

And the relationship between the two Special Forces A team commanders a
Vietnamese and an American remained at that level of friendship until | was
reassigned to another unit.

Jennifer brought a family photo album and turned right to the page that had
the picture she wanted to show me.

“For you to see again a landscape in Vietham”, she said.

| looked at a fine color photograph of sunset or of sunrise, who could tell ? But
the picture gave me a sinking feeling. Then | recognized the familiar shape of mount
Chu Prong in the distant and foggy background. | uttered subconsciously, “sunset on
la- Drang valley”.

Jennifer leaned forward at an unusual speed and asked, “But how ?”

Instead of a reply, | asked, “Was it Tim ?” Jennifer nodded.

| started talking about my time at Pleime with captain Timothy Scott whom I
used to call Tim. Although the woman listened attentively, her eyes revealed some
coldness. Such is life, | thought to myself. As her husband arrived by her side
Jennifer turned to put her arm around his waist and said, “I'm sorry, honey, but it
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turned out that the picture had something to do with this man. He once lived in this
region with Tim”. He smiled indulgently and said, “Really ? But things like that can
happen. Coincidence is part of life”.

“This is”, Jennifer said, “the last picture Tim took in his life. Among his
personal belongings handed to me by an officer from his headquarters, | found a
camera in which the roll of film had just advanced to the second exposure. | didn't
continue using the film and had it processed. The only picture that came out was this.
According to a report from his unit, Tim was shot by a sniper while taking pictures”.

| told Jennifer | also heard about that, because | had been transferred to a unit
near Saigon some time before that incident took place. That was all people learned
about Tim's death, but | even knew more about this “scenario” than his superiors did.
Camp Pleime's perimeter was triangular. In addition to bunkers along the defense
earthen wall, at each of the three corners of the camp there was a main bunker from
which fire power could cover a field in front as well as the fields along either side of
the camp. The bunkers were numbered. Tim Scott died on the flat roof of that main
bunker at the West corner, bunker number six. That spot was the most vulnerable
place in the whole camp, being the best target for ennemy snipers. Unfortunately, it
was the perfect place to watch sunsets over la-Drang valley. Tim and | sometimes
took risks by climbing to that roof to watch sunset for a few seconds and to dash back
down as fast as we could.

Perhaps Tim mentioned sunsets in that region to his wife in his letters from
Pleime. Perhaps he wanted to take some pictures of la-Drang sunsets for her
because Jennifer had expressed a desire to see them. Now that those things belong
to the past a past of which one part has gone with the dead, and the one part that
remains with me doesn't give me any enthusiasm to recount it to the woman who
once was involved in it what's the use in digging into those days ? | didn't say
anything else about the time | spent with Tim Scott, and this couple appeared to be in
favor of “letting bygones be bygones”. | found myself absorbed in irrelevant thoughts.
| wondered if Jennifer still retained her romantic trait, the one that | had a chance to
know thanks to portions of her letters that Tim allowed me to read. | wondered what
she thought about war, about her first husband's death. | thought of the ghost army in
that twilight zone those days. Then | thought of that guerilla man who pointed his rifle
at Tim and pulled the trigger to put an end to his life. | wondered if they ever watched
sunsets on their valley. | didn't blame anybody on either side of the conflict for what
they were doing. In war, people would kill each other amidst the beauty of sunsets or
dawns. It was just that | remembered dreaming at Pleime that | could come back
some day after the war to be able to watch sunsets without fear of death. And how
about now ? The war was over long ago, although it didn't end in the way | had
anticipated. | thought, Nature is always the same, provided man doesn't seek to
change her, and provided man has an inner peace when contemplating her. |
thanked the American couple for the dinner. On my way home | was still preoccupied
by Tim's picture. Suddenly it dawned on me the idea of making its copy. But what
for? To see again a scenery | liked so well, to revive a long forgotten obsession, or
merely to reminisce about my youthful days ? It could be all that, but | was certain of
one thing: Tim's sunset picture meant so much to me. | didn't know his camera's
aperture, nor the speed of the film he was using, but then who needed those things?
| recalled the story a private told me some time after Tim's death. “No sooner had the
American captain”, he said, “pointed his camera to the valley than he was brought
down”. And now | was shown the unique photograph coming out of that tragic
incident. Piecing together the two aspects of the story, | found a sad answer.
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| didn't believe Tim had taken the picture some time before his mishap, because he
wouldn't have taken risks to climb back to that death spot if he had succeeded in
taking one. And | didn't believe he had been lingering on to take a second snapshot
when he was shot at. | visualized a man looking at a sunset scenery through a
rectangular frame on his camera, a landscape in which a sniper was pointing a gun at
him, and the gunner was aiming at a figure at the other end of an imaginary line
running through the center of his weapons' eyesight to the aiming point on the
muzzle, a figure clearly visible from the West in the sun rays! Tim could have
depressed on his camera first. But it was equally probable that the guerrilla man had
pulled the trigger some fraction of a second prior to Tim's action, an interval too short
to offset the bullet/light speed inequality. By some unaccountable reason, | would
rather think both actions took place at exactly the same instant.

Ha Ky Lam.

Tén that Nguyén Dinh Ha, sinh nam 1940, tai lang Ky Lam Quan Dién Ban
Tinh Quang Nam

Cwu Giao Chwre, cwu ST Quan Viét Nam Céng Hoa (Lwc Luwgng Dac Biét)
dén Hoa Ky nam 1981, hién dinh cw tai New Jersey USA khoi viét nam 1991

Tac phadm da xuét ban:

Vung D4 Ngam (truyén, Thé Ky 1994, USA)

NUi VAn Xanh (truyén, Thé Ky 1999, USA)

HOANG HON TREN THUNG LUNG IA DRANG
Ha Ky Lam

Phia Tay cla Can C& Luc Lwong Dac Biét Pleime 1a rixng bang phang trai dai
hang may chuc cay sb, dén tan bién gidi Viét-Mién, cac hwdng khac thi dia thé chap
chung ddi nui. Cai bién mau xanh 1a cay ngut ngan dé khién tdm nhin nhoa di véi
swong khéi huyén hodc & chan trdi thoang diém vai cum nui xa tit tdp, xanh lo va
ngu®i nhin tw hdi nui hay do giac. Nhirng budi trwa, khi mét troi hoi chéch dinh dau,
nhi*ng tdng may den khéng 16 x& dich ngang qua hat nhirtng vung béng ram di
chuyén trén cai mat phang rivng cay bao la lam nguoi ta nghi dén cau “bdng chiéu
dan lan” trong mot bai hat nao dé.

D6 1a Thung Liing la Drang, thuéc cwc Tay Pleiku, ma trén ban dd quan s la
mot vung son mau xanh nhat v&i nhirtng vong cao do khong 'nhat”. Bia danh nay
nhac nhé nhiéu chién binh My vé tran dung d6 long tr&i ctia Sw Doan Mét Khéng Ky
vOi lyc lwgng Béc Viét, tiép theo sau tran thw hung bay ngay dém ma cu diém
Pleime van ding virng. Va dé 1a Thung Liing t& than, c6 1& déi véi ca ddi bén, tuy
rang Sw Doan Mét Khong Ky da ghi mét chién thang.

DPé&c diém cla Thung Liing t&r than d6 la vé dep ky la ctia nd dwdi anh chiéu
ta. Khi mat tr&i dé rwc va tron vanh vanh con cach chan tréi khoang mét gang tay,
hat nhirng tia sang vang ruc ro xudng méat phang la xanh thdm lop kin cd mét ving
bao la, ngui ta c6 cam twdng Thung Ling dang chim trong dam bui hdng t trén
khong roi rung xuong Ré6i mau vang rwe ro déi dan sang mau thdm trong khi thung
IGing xanh chuyén dan sang mau xam, réi nau thdm, va cudi cing mét bién den ngom
ngw tri dén tan chan tr&i chi con mét hirng sang yéu ot. Thé 1a dém den da dén, dém
Pleime huyén hoac, bi hiém! Va téi chwa tirng thdy & mét noi nao béng dém day déc
nhw thé. DAt vang Pleime dd bam, va rirng 14 den thdm, cd mot modi trudng khéng
phan chiéu mot chut anh sang nao cla trang sao. Cho nén nhirng gidy phut thoi thép
cla mat troi sap 1an bong quy va luyén lwu hon trwdc cai rinh rap ctia dém tham
tham.
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Trong téng s gan bén trdm con nguwdi & c& diém nay, ngwdi duy nhét chia sé
nhi*ng hoang hén phia Tay Pleime v&i toi 1a vien ST Quan Cé Van My, Pai Uy
Timothy Scott. Chi vai ngay sau khi thuyén chuyén dén Pleime t6i da dé y ngay canh
chiéu trén Thung Lng phia Tay Trai, va toi van thwdng ngdm nhin canh vat y mét
minh. RGi mét budi chiéu, hai ching t6i dirng canh chién hao trao doi vai dieu vé
cong vu. Tinh co chung téi cung ngwng noi, ngam nhin chan troi ng héng voi
nhirng cum may nhiéu mau séc nam vat ngang, réi gan hon, ching t6i nhin Thung
Liing la Drang trai dai dwéi nhirng tia néng vang rwc ré cudi ngay. Scott thét Ién:

- Beautiful beyond words (dep khéng thé ta).

T6i néi mot cau biéu dong tinh, va khéng nghi 6ng ta thuc sw rung cdm véi vé
dep cua thién nhién, vién si quan nha nghé nay, mét ngwdi da tivng ra vao vong Ira
dan tlr nhirng ngay chién tranh Triéu Tién. Sau dé it lau, thém mot sy viéc nira maoi
khién toi thira nhan Scott cé it nhiéu ddng diéu véi minh. Sé 1a mét budi chiéu khac,
vi co viéc t6i phai bwédc vao team house (Cau Lac B6 cuia Toan Lwc Lwong Bac Biét
My). Mét Trung ST tré dirng nhin qua ctra sd budi chiéu dang xudng cham cham trén
Thung Liing va cham ré&i ndi, “sunset on la Drang valley”. Ca Toan cu®i am I1én. Toi
td mod héi vi sao ho cuwoi. Powers, vién Ha ST Quan gia, Thuwgng ST Thwdng Vu cua
Toan, giai thich:

- 6 1a cau néi ctia Dai Uy Scott hau nhuw méi khi éng dirng nhin canh mat troi
l&n trén Thung Ling d6, va né da tré thanh giai thoai gan lién véi Toan A-241 nay.

Nghe vay, t6i ngdm nghi, hdn ta qua cé mét rung cdm that sw véi canh tri
hoang hén & day day chir.

T6i bat dau lam than véi Scott hon, va hai long thay rdng tam hén y da cam
&ng v&i tm hén minh. Y ndi vé canh dep thién nhién & nhiéu noi y da di qua, y noi
dén nguoi vo dang cach xa nlra vong trai dat, vé nhitng déng diéu cla ba ta voi
chdng. Y cho t6i xem nhiéu doan thw ciia vo, nhivng doan néi vé cai khuynh huwéng
lang man cla ba ta. C6 mét doan ba &y t& mot cay cau Iic hoang hén trén Ho
Superior & Tiéu Bang Wisconsin, noi gia dinh Scott &. “That ky la, nhirng tia nang
cudi ngay cé thé bién ddi mot cong trinh xau xi trén nwéc thanh mot canh dep tinh
mich va hoang liéu. Em cé thé tim thAy moét yén tinh cho tdm hén, diéu ma dwéi anh
sang chdi chan ciia mét ngay dai nd bién di dau mét. Va vi thé em yéu nhirng hoang
hén v cung”.

Va méi lién lac gitra hai Trudng Toan Lwc Luwong Dac Biét, mét Viét, mot My
dirng & mdrc than mat, dé& chiu dé cho dén ngay téi lai dwoc diéu dong di noi khac.

Jennifer khé né mang cudn anh gia dinh ra va lat ngay trang c6 birc hinh nang
mubn khoe v&i t6i:

-pé ong nhin lai mét bire hinh tir Viét Nam.

Téi nhin btrc dnh mau chup mét cdnh hoang hén hay binh minh, khéng biét
nira, tuyét dep. Nhwng blre hinh Iam téi nao nao. Réi téi nhan ra hinh thu quen thudc
clia ngon nui Chu Prong xa tit tAp, m& trong swong khéi trén cai bién I& rirng tring
diép do. Téi khé lap lai tr v6 thi'e mOt @m vang xwa c:

- Sunset on la Drang valley.

Jennifer béng tré' ngudi téi:

- But how ? (Nhwng lam sao éng biét ?)

T6i hai lai ba ta:

-Cé6 phai Tim ?

Jennifer khé gat dau.

Téi bat dau ké so lwoc vé nhivng ngay thang ci & Pleime véi Pai Uy Timothy
Scott ma sau nay than mat hon t6i chi goi Tim. Ngwoi dan ba cham chu nghe, nhwng
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trong anh mat ba ta tdi cdm nhan mot vé gi xa vang Luét cia doi sbng, t6i nghi. Ong
chéng dén bén vo, va Jennifer quay sang 6m chéng réi noi:

- Em xin 16i minh nhé. Chang qua birc hinh cii lai lién quan dén ngu®i dan éng
nay, thé théi. Ong 4y tirng & chung véi Tim tai ving nay.

Nguoi chéng né nu cwdi rong lwong:

- O, that & ? Nhwng moi sw van co thé xay ra. Tinh co la mot phan cla doi
sbng ma.

Jennifer noi:

- Day Ia birc anh cudi cung trong d&i Tim. Luc ngwdi ST Quan dai dién Bo Chi
Huy dén trao lai cho t6i nhirng tw trang cta anh 4y, téi c6 nhan mét may anh trong
doé cudn phim chi méi nhay dén sé 2. Téi khéng sir dung tiép, va dem phim di ria.
Chi c6 tAm anh nay théi. Theo b&o céo cta don vj thi anh 4y bi dich ban tia trong Itc
dang chup anh.

T6i noi vo&i Jennifer rang t6i cling nghe tin nhw thé, b&i vi khi xay ra bién cb kia
thi toi da dwoc thuyén chuyén vé vung Sai Gon trwée do it 1au. Tin chi ¢ thé, nhwng
t6i con biét nhiéu hon nhirng gi cap chi huy ctia Scott biét vé vu nay.

Can Cu Pleime hinh tam gidc. Ngoai nhirng phao dai ndm doc chién hao
phong thd, tai ba géc nhon cla Trai con c6 ba phao dai chinh ma héda Iyc tir d6 cé
thé bao quat mot xa trwdng vong cung trwedc mat va hai xa trwdng doc theo hai canh
cta Trai. M6i phao dai cé mot tén bang sé. Tim Scott da chét trén néc bang ctia phao
dai chinh & cai géc trai nhé vé hwéng Tay, phao dai sé 6. Phao dai nay la diém nguy
hiém nhéat, vi la noi dich van thuwong ban tia, cho nén khéng ai bén mang I&én ndc,
ngoai tri t6i cAn. Nhwng oai oam thay, néc phao dai sé 6 lai 1a noi ngdm nhin hoang
hén tuyét dep, va khéng cé noi nao trong Trai thay thé dwoc. Téi va Tim thinh thoang
van liéu mang phéng lén néc bang dé it gidy nhin cdnh mat trdi 1an cho “mén nhan”
réi le lang rat lui.

C6 I1& Tim da noi nhiéu véi vo vé hoang hén ving nay qua nhirng thw viét ty
Pleime. C6 1& Tim da muébn chup vai tAm anh hoang hén cho vo vi Jennifer da bay té
ao wéc duwgc xem anh hoang hoén trén la Drang. Nhwng moi sy bay gio da la qua
khtr, mot qua khir da di theo véi ngudi chét mot phan, con & lai trong téi mot phan
thi khéng goi hirng dé ké lai véi ngudi dan ba mét thoi cling da can dw vao no thi
phdng co ich loi gi soi roi thém vao mo’ su viéc cta ngay xwa doé. Téi chang néi diéu
gi thém vé “nhirng ngay xwa than &i” véi Tim Scott, va déi vor chdng nay cé vé ciling
mudn moi sw xwa ci hay theo thang ngay ngl yén. Téi lai nghi ngoi mién man.
Khoéng biét Jennifer con gitr dwoc tam hoén lang man clia ngay xua, tdm hdn ma toi
c6 dip biét dén it nhiéu qua nhirng doan thw Tim cho t6i doc. Khong biét ba ta nghi gi
vé chién tranh, vé cai chét phi ly ctia chéng ci. Téi lai nghi dén nhivng doan quan ma
nam xwa trong cai ving hoang hén d6. Réi tdi nghi dén tén du kich da dwa sung
nham va bép co két liéu cudc ddi clia Tim. Khéng biét tat ca cod bao gier ngdm hoang
hén trén Thung Liing ma ho &n trd. Téi chang trach c ai. Trong chién tranh nguoi ta
van chém giét nhau trwdc nhirtng canh tri hoang hén hay binh minh ryc ré. Co diéu
la trong nhirtng ngay & Pleime cé lan t6i da thay minh thdm mo dwoc tréd lai trong
mot ngay dit chién chinh dé khéng con nhin hoang hén véi ndi chét rinh rap trong
hon. Va bay gio thi sao ? Chién tranh da cham dit, di khong theo du kién cla toi.
TAi nght, thién nhién thi mu6n doi van thé, mién 1a con ngwoi ding tim cach bién doi
nod, va mién la con nguwdi co6 dwoce tinh tam dé nhin ngam no.

Téi cdm on cap vo chdng My vé bira com chiéu ho dai toi véi tinh ban ddng
s&. Trén dwdng vé t6i van con tw I, tuy khdng rd minh d& cdm xdc nhirng gi. Toi
bdng lée 1&n y nght xin lam mdt phé ban cha birc anh minh vira dwoc xem. Dé lam
gi? D& hinh dung lai mét canh tri minh da dw, dé& séng lai cai cdm giac bat an xua
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cii, hay chi thudn mudn lwu lai mét cai gi tir mét khung troi tudi tré, nhw nhirng ai dé
da tirng lam ? Coé thé tat ca cac diéu do, nhung co mot diéu toi biét rd 1a birc anh
hoang hén cta Tim Scott néi riéng véi téi nghin I&i. Téi khéng biét khdu dé éng kinh
may anh clia anh ta bao nhiéu. Téi khong rd téc d6 phim anh da dung. Nhwng can
chi nhirng yéu td dé. Téi nhé & mét anh linh thuat lai, “6ng Pai Uy My chi vira dua
may &nh lén nham la bi ban nga ngra”. Va bay gid téi dwoc Jennifer cho xem birc
hinh ddc nhéat chéng cii cha ba ta dé lai. Hai sy kién 4y cho t6i mét nghia Iy that néo
long.
T6i khéng tin Tim da chup btrc hinh nay mét ngay nao trwéc khi anh bij rui ro,
vi néu da cé birc hinh rdi anh ta da khong liéu Iinh leo 1&n lai cai t&r giac do. Tai cling
khéng tin Tim dang nan na dinh chup bc anh thi hai sau khi vira bAm xong tdm thir
nhét thi bi b&n. T6i hinh dung mét ngwdi dang nham canh vat qua khung kiéng hinh
chi¥ nhat cia may anh, mét canh hoang hon trong doé c6 mét ngwoi du kich dang an
minh, ghim sung, va mét ngwoi dang nham mot hinh bdéng hién r6 trong tia nang
chiéu roi lai tr phia ‘Tay, mét hinh bong nam cudi doan thang twéng tuwong Xuyén
tam 16 chiéu mén dén dinh dau rudi! C6 thé Tim bam nat may anh trudc. Co thé
nguoi du kich bép co sung trudc ddng tac cla Tim mot khodnh khac nao dé, ciing
khéng sao vi van téc anh sang nhanh hon van téc vién dan! Khéng hiéu sao, toi
béng c6 khuynh hwéng nghi ca hai dong tac xay ra cung mét théi khac.
Ha Ky Lam
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