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Kosova not Vietnam, says Vietnamese-American 
Soldier Face to Face with Serbs at Border
June 12, 2001
When Anh Ha's parents heard that their son would be going to Kosova on a peacekeeping mission, their thoughts turned immediately to the Vietnam War, which they had experienced as youngsters. Ha's mother and father were born in Vietnam and moved to the United States just as the war ended in 1974. 
"My parents say that war is war," Ha explains.
But even though the boundary between Serbia and Kosova remains a potential military flashpoint, Ha's view of his tour of duty in Kosova is different from his parents'. 
"This is not a war; we are here to offer peace and security," Ha says. "Kosovo is completely different from Vietnam. We have good relations with everyone in Kosovo. It is very easy here," he says.
As a lieutenant in Charlie Company of the 37th Infantry, Ha is responsible for guarding a key portion of the Kosova-Serbia boundary. Dressed in combat fatigues, with a bulletproof vest, assault rifle and other heavy equipment, Lt. Ha spoke with KosovaLive while patrolling the Karadaku Mountains, through hillsides fragrant with the wildflowers of spring. 

Ha has been in Kosova for three weeks. He arrived just as Serb forces were returning to the final sector of the Ground Safety Zone in the Preseva Valley, a sliver of territory that kept KFOR and Serb troops three miles apart. The controversial Serb return prompted a wave of ethnic Albanian refugees, and Lt. Ha's commanding general called the operation "potentially the most dangerous operation that KFOR has undertaken since entering Kosovo." 
But on their daily foot patrols along the border, American troops say that things have remained remarkably quiet. 
"KFOR was, of course, prepared for a quick intervention. We must be prepared for the worst," Lt. Ha says, looking toward the first hill in Serbia, where another army could now be positioned, an army that NATO challenged with an air campaign lasting 78 days. At high points along this border-- still among the most dangerous spots in Europe--KFOR has positioned tanks and rocket launchers aimed toward Serbia.
But Lt. Ha says that he hasn't noticed big changes even though they are now "face to face" with Serb forces. "We continue to acquaint ourselves with everything that goes on around us," says Ha. "It is better to know what the other side is doing, if you want to keep your soldiers safe." 
In fact, American soldiers say that Serb representatives have twice walked up to the U.S. "Terminator" checkpoint to explain exactly what their soldiers and police would be doing on the other side, a gesture of cooperation intended to ensure that Serb movements aren't misinterpreted by American surveillance teams.
The border village of Mucibaba is the focus of Lt. Ha's reconnaissance efforts on the day he spoke with KosovaLive. The village is small, just a few dozen homes--many still bullet-riddled or bearing other scars of war. More than 150 people have returned to the village in recent days, Ha says, and they seem to live without fear under the protective umbrella of American KFOR troops. Small squads of KFOR peacekeepers patrol the cobblestone roads and steep fields several times a day.
"We're letting our presence be known," Ha says. "A lot of people invite us in for tea. We tell our guys, be courteous, be professional. It's good for rapport."
The buildings of Mucibaba look different from the grass huts of Southeast Asia, but, otherwise, this patrol could be a scene from the days of the Vietnam conflict. Many Americans regarded that operation as a hopeless quagmire, with U.S. troops sent to a war they could not win. Inside the U.S. today, people are debating whether America's experience in the Balkans could eventually wind up like Vietnam.
Policy officials in Washington, D.C. continue to debate how long America should continue to maintain ground troops in Balkans peacekeeping missions, including the 6,000 U.S. soldiers in KFOR's multinational force of 43,000 troops. Some advisors to U.S. President George W. Bush have advocated a quick withdrawal.
But during a brief visit to bases in Kosova last week, U.S. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld reportedly told troops that they were engaged in a "noble cause." Asked whether he saw a need to keep soldiers here, Rumsfeld reportedly replied, "Oh, certainly." Rumsfeld's remarks were published in international reports, journalists from Kosova were not invited to cover his visit.
The policy debate and the geopolitical significance of the Balkans are the last things on Lt. Ha's mind as he patrols the village of Mucibaba. He's focused on learning who is living in these hills, and whether or not they're a threat to peace. The people he encounters on this patrol are mostly middle-aged women, young children and old men. KosovaLive asks where the young men and women have gone.
"Young people don't want to be close to Serbia for a lot of different reasons," Lt. Ha says. "Perhaps they want to stay away from the UCPMB (Liberation Army of Preseva, Medvedje and Bujanovac). Maybe they were in the UCPMB and now they want to stay away from the Serbian border, if possible."
Ha then glances towards a poor farmhouse, and continues explaining where the young adults have gone.
"This is just like any farm in America," he says. "All the young people want to move to Gjilan to break away from all this farming. You see it in every country: the young people want to be closer to where things are happening, so they can better themselves." 
As he patrols the Serbian border, Ahn Ha continues to enrich his Albanian vocabulary with the assistance of his translator, Bujar. In exchange, Lt. Ha is teaching a language that Bujar's never heard-Vietnamese.
Ha says he's pleased by the respect and warmth that the Kosovar population offers KFOR soldiers, especially American soldiers. It makes the daily patrols more satisfying.
For now, Ha is settling into his new routine. Many times, he isn't sure which day of the week it is. "My mind only knows that I have a mission the next day," he says.
Ha also says he misses driving along the streets of his hometown in the state of Georgia. He misses drinking beer and going out with his wife. He'll have to wait a while for that. This KFOR soldier's tour in Kosova will last for six months. (terry fitzpatrick & faton osmani)
