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Rue Barbier Affair and the Youth League in Nam Ky

Young-soon Nho

Le Van Phat who was in charge of the Nam Ky(South Vietnam) Regional
Committee of the Youth League(Thanh Nien Cach Mang Dong Chi Hoi) was
murdered in his office in rue Barbier in Saigon on the ninth of December
1928. This murder was instigated by a representative of the headquarters of
the Youth League in Canton(China), Ton Duc Thang and verdicted by a secret
trial comprising some members of the Nam Ky Regional Committee and the
Saigon City Committee and executed by an assassination squad.

According to the confession of the offenders, Le Van Phat was accused of at
least three misdemeanors. First Le Van Phat was guilty of forcing a young
revolutionary ‘sister’ to be his mistress. Second he was suspected of diverting
the public funds including membership fee for his own need. Thirdly he
plotted for creating his own group independent from the Youth League. The
key to understand the nature of the rue Barbier crime depends on how could
interpret seemingly conflicting rivalry between two main leaders of the Nam
Ky Regional Committee, Le Van Phat and Ton Duc Thang.

On the first charge, the Nam Ky Regional Committee was content to
transfer a ‘femme mortal’ to the Saigon City section. Ton Duc Thang, who
certainly wanted to dismiss Le Van Phat from his post was disappointed and
mobilized the Saigon City Committee in which he had many supporters. Even
if we consider the possible infatuation with this newly recruited girl on the
Ton Duc Thang's part as the French Surete saw it, personal jealousy can not
explain the way to reach murder collectively by his sympathizers. Here we
have to find out something common interest among the Youth League members
in Nam Ky. The second charge belongs to this category. However
embezzlement was common at that time and the same case at the
headquarters’ level was used to be kept tacit. According to the disciplinary
regulation of the Youth League embezzlement was a crime to be punished
from blame to permanent expulsion but not a crime to be punished to death.

The only charge corresponding to defection, treason, divulgence of the
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organization’s secret was regulated to be punished by death. This article
focuses on the third charge to grasp not only the clue to the murder itself
but also the ground to re-interpret its implication. On that charge it is
difficult to find direct details or clear evidence partly because this aspect did
not interest the French Surete and newspapers available at that time and
partly because the accused for the rue Barbier affair was reluctant to disclose
that.

The rue Barbier affair should be understood in the wider context of the
development of Vietnamese revolutionism in 1928-1930. The late 1920s saw the
radical proletarianization. As a result, many activists who had been simple
nationalists in the mid-1920s were transforming themselves into revolutionaries
who equipped with radical ideas and discipline. In this course the Youth
League was dividing into two factions: one group clung to old Youth League
system: the others urged to create a vanguard party of the proletariat,
communist party. In South we can say that Le Van Phat represented the
former group connecting the headquarters of the Youth League in Canton and
the Nam Ky Regional Committee which turned against the grudge of the
Saigon City Committee. Meanwhile Ton Duc Thang is said to be a ringleader
of the more radicalized members of the Youth League in Nam Ky who
gathered around the Saigon City Committee. Based on biographical information
we can find that eight accused of being complicated in the rue Barbier crime
were more proletarianized through work experience and more baptized with
communist doctrine. Their insistence on the Le Van Phat's treason can be
interpreted that he at least was of something disagreeable with them. Or it
can be said as boldly as that there was in fact the suspicion of their
intention to create their own group apart from the Youth League. On the
contrary, from the view point of the Youth League headquarters and Le Van
Phat did this group which murdered Le Van Phat was suspicious of treason.
At this point there was enough reason to kill him. This reasoning shows why
the participants of the secret trial insisted the execution of Le Van Phat as
imminent agenda which did not allow to wait answer from the headquarters.
Also it explains the fact that after the murder Ton Duc Thang discarded the
Youth League to create a labor party in Saigon.

Consequence of the murder overshadowed its causes. Any of two
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heterogeneous groups inside the Youth League of the South could not survive
for a while. The representative of old faction, Le Van Phat disappeared. Pham
Van Dong, another man of the headquarters, who was dispatched in order to
settle the event and replace Le Van Phat managed to hold Nam Ky under the
headquarters of the Youth League. But its patron, the headquarters of the
Youth League became weak by the anti-communist campaign in China itself
and defection of the dissident members. In turn the murderers were horded
into prison or remote place by the repression of the French Surete. As a
result of the repression Nam Ky neither cultivated indigenous radical
revolutionaries as in Bac Ky(North Vietnam) where the first version of
communist party (Indochinese Communist Party, Dong Duong Con San Dang)
took initiative to lead communist movement during forthcoming years nor keep
up with the development of the mass movement as in Trung Ky(Central
Vietnam) which culminated in the Nghe-Tinh soviets in 1930-31.

Key Words : Vitnamese Youth League, New Vietnamese
Revolutionary Party, Vietnamese Nationalist Party,
Rue Barbier Affair, South Vietnam, Saigon,
Proletarianization,
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