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Overturned Chariot: The Autobiography of
Phan-Boi-Chau. Translated by Vinh Sinh and
Nicholas Wickenden. Honolulu: SHAPS Li-
brary of Translations, University of Hawai‘i

Press, 1999, ix-x+296p.

Reading through this autobiography of Phan-
Boi-Chau, the acknowledged father of Vietnam-
ese nationalism, I was struck by three attributes
of his generation of revolutionaries that had dis-
appeared by the time of his death.

The first is the unusual candidness and re-
markable humility that he and his comrades
showed with regards to two of their weaknesses:
political tactics and organizational resilience.
Phan’s account is littered with failures to collect
arms consistently, botched attempts to attack
the French and the inability to maintain security
against French counter-attacks (often aided by
the British, the Chinese and the Japanese). We
do not read about astute revolutionaries or con-

spirators in this book; instead we are presented
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with acknowledged amateurs in the art of anti-
colonial warfare. And what kept Phan and his
comrades going was sheer tenacity, anchored in
the undying dream to liberate Vietnam from the
French.

The second is the awareness of early South-
east Asian nationalists of their connection with
other movements against colonial rule in Asia.
Phan believed that Vietnam's struggle against
French colonialism was a cause equally shared
and believed in by China and Japan. While these
countries eventually failed Phan with their lack-
luster and erratic support for the Vietnamese
nationalist movement, what is significant is the
early nationalists view of their redemption as an
inherent part of a larger regional quest for liber-
ation. Vietnamese communists therefore could
not claim sole proprietary rights to inter-
nationalism as they were preceded by Phan-Boi-
Chau and his generation.

Finally, there is the absence of factionalism
between Phan and his comrades. The autobio-
graphy lacks the ideological correctness that
became characteristic of revolutionary move-
ments in Southeast Asia in the Stalinist era (par-
ticularly when the Soviets began to call for a line
of march different from and critical of other
left-wing currents like the Trotskyists and social
democrats the world over). Phan’s initial sup-
port for the restoration of the Vietnamese mon-
arch did not, in any way, create a rift between
him and those comrades who openly advocated
republicanism. This lack of political vitriol be-
tween two disagreeing positions would disap-
pear by the 1930s as Stalinist methods began to
dominate the radical wing of the nationalist
movement. But by then Phan had receded to the
political background.

(Patricio N. Abinales * CSEAS)
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Christiaan Heersink. Dependence on Green
Gold: A Socio-economic History of the Indone-
sian Coconut Island Selayar. Leiden: KITLV
Press, 2000, vi+374p.
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