The following is a heavy line edit performed for a freelance travel writer.
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The Place of Torture


Colonel Robert W. Barnett remembers his tenure as a prisoner of war in the infamous “Hanoi Hilton.”





What’s left of the “Hanoi Hilton” prison took me about an hour to tour. Bob Barnett was imprisoned there for 989 days during the Vietnam War—five and a half years spent alone, shackled in a small, dank, unlit cell with a cement bunk and a bucket latrine. I cried during my brief visit. Barnett counted the days, memorized the names of other prisoners, and communicated with the other POWs by tapping on a shared wall using a Boy Scout alphabetical code.





In 1967, Barnett’s plane was shot down 11 miles from Hanoi as he was bombing a pontoon bridge. Engine aflame, he bailed out and hid in the jungle. After three days, the North Vietnamese located him using search dogs. They blindfolded him and took him to the Hanoi Hilton, where he was tortured for days. 





At first, Barnett was unaware of the compressed back fracture he suffered during landing because the pain was masked by the injuries caused by tortuous beatings. His captors considered him a “criminal,” not a prisoner of war, and would not release his name for two and a half years. Anita, his wife of 15 years, knew that Bob was listed as MIA (missing in action), but not whether he was alive or dead. During those years, she lived with the hope that her husband had survived.





After the torture, Barnett was left to live or die. He remembers, “I stunk so bad, the Vietnamese guards wouldn’t enter the cell.” His sole job during those years of imprisonment was to place the bucket outside his cell and retrieve it empty later in the day.





Eventually, life in the prison improved by infinitesimal degrees. Barnett was given two worn blankets, a cup, a broken stub of a toothbrush, and—occasionally—some toilet paper. Rubber tire thongs and pajamas were provided. He was not allowed to receive mail for three years, and never saw the Red Cross representatives who the Geneva Convention specifies must check on the condition of prisoners of war.





Twice a day the prisoners were fed rice and the “soup of the quarter,” a concoction of seasonal cabbage, pumpkin, or “green weeds.” They were also given a small pitcher of water each day.





I asked Bob how he felt about my visiting the site of his living nightmare. He thought for a while then replied: the nightmares have waned in the 25 years since his release. However, unlike other veterans who have returned to Vietnam to satisfy their curiosity—or face down old ghosts—he has no interest in returning to the Hanoi Hilton, ever again.





—Mary Peachin


�
BEFORE





Colonel Robert W. Barnett, Prison of War in Hanoi Hilton





	What’s left of the “Hanoi Hilton” prison took me about an hour to tour. Bob Barnett was imprisoned there for 989 days during the Vietnam War. Those days convert to five and a half years spent shackled in solitary confinement in a small, dank, unlit cell with a cement bunk and a bucket latrine. I cried during my brief visit. Barnett counted the days, memorized the names of other prisoners, and communicated by wall tapping using a Boy Scout alphabetical code.


	Barnett said “I stunk so bad, the Vietnamese guards wouldn’t enter the cell.” My job during those years of imprisonment was to place the bucket outside my cell and retrieve it empty later in the day.


In 1967, Barnett’s plane was shot down 11 miles from Hanoi as he was bombing a pontoon bridge. The engine enflamed, he ejected hiding in the jungle for three days. The North Vietnamese located him using search dogs, blindfolded him and took him to the Hanoi Hilton, where he was tortured for days. 


He was unaware of the compressed back fracture he suffered during his landing because the pain was masked by the injuries caused by tortuous beatings. His captors considered him a “criminal”, not as a prisoner of war, and would not release his name for two and half years. Anita, his wife of 15 years, knew his was listed as a MIA (missing in action), but didn’t know she was not a widow. She lived with the hope that her husband had survived.


Eventually, life in the ‘Hanoi Hilton” improved. Barnett was given two worn blankets, a cup, a broken stub of a toothbrush, and occasionally some toilet paper. Rubber tire thongs and pajamas were provided. He never saw the Red Cross representatives, as specified by the Geneva Convention, who check on the condition of prisoners of war. Barnett was not allowed to receive mail for three years.


Twice a day the prisoners were fed rice and the “soup of the quarter” which was a concoction of a recent seasonal harvest of cabbage, pumpkin, or “green weeds.” He was given a small pitcher of water each day.


Bob, I asked, “how do you feel about my visiting this place that was such a nightmare in your life?” He didn’t mind explaining it has been 25 years since his release and the nightmares have waned. Unlike other veterans who have returned to Vietnam to satisfy their curiosity, he has no interested in returning—ever!





by Mary Peachin











