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No, Americans don’t know how to fight. After the Korean War, in particular, they have lost the capability to wage a large-scale war. They are pinning their hopes on the atom bomb and air power. But one cannot win a war with that. One needs infantry, and they don’t have much infantry; the infantry they do have is weak. They are fighting little Korea, and already people are weeping in the USA. What will happen if they start a large scale war? Then, perhaps, everyone will weep.

—JOSEPH STALIN TO ZHOU ENLAI, AUGUST 20, 1952

The U.S. has a population of 200 million people, but it cannot stand wars.

—MAO ZEDONG TO PHAM VAN DONG, NOVEMBER 17, 1968



Preface
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Having sought to avoid this outcome, the United States found itself at war.

The place was an impoverished peninsula near a major industrial region, to which the United States was committed by a long-standing military alliance. The enemy was a communist dictator who skillfully manipulated the nationalism of his people in an attempt to unite all members of his ethnic group into a single enlarged state under communist-nationalist rule. The dictator’s regime, ignoring an ultimatum by the United States and its allies, persisted in sponsoring a low-intensity war against the inhabitants of a neighboring territory that the communist-nationalists sought to bring under their control.

The terrain, wooded and mountainous, favored the communist-nationalists. Throughout history, the region had been invaded many times, by external powers that had often come to grief. The president of the United States and his advisers, stunned by the number of troops that Pentagon estimates called for, repeatedly shelved plans for sending in ground forces.

Nevertheless, the administration believed that something had to be done. If the United States allowed itself to be humiliated by the communist-nationalist regime, then its military credibility would be seriously undermined. The regional alliance that the United States led might dissolve as the area’s countries lost faith in American protection. Across the world, both enemies and allies might interpret American retreat as a sign of military incapacity or lack of political resolve. The reputation of the United States for power and determination, the basis of its rank in the regional and global hierarchy, was at stake.

Reluctantly the president ordered the bombing of the communist-nationalist dictator’s homeland, hoping that air power alone would compel the dictator to abandon his campaign of aggression. Although a majority of Americans initially supported the bombing, the president’s critics accused him of waging war in violation of the Constitution. A number of leading radical leftist intellectuals and journalists denounced the bombing as an act of immoral American imperialism. “Realists” in the press and academy, dismissing the importance of U.S. military credibility as a factor in world politics, claimed that no vital American interest was at stake in this poor and peripheral region of the world. Some conservatives denounced the limitations on the military effort as proof of the folly of trying to wage a “liberal war.”

When bombing initially failed to change the enemy’s policy, the pressures on the president to commit ground troops increased. The president, a politician more interested in the mechanics of domestic reform than in foreign policy, pondered his options. To back off at this point would result in devastating humiliation for the United States, with consequences around the world that could not be foreseen but which might well be severe. To escalate the war by introducing ground troops would be to risk a bloody debacle and a political backlash. Every choice presented the possibility of disaster.

THIS IS A description of the situation that confronted President Bill Clinton in the spring of 1999, after the United States and its NATO allies began bombing Serbia with the goal of forcing Yugoslav dictator Slobodan Milosevic to agree to autonomy for the Albanian ethnic majority in the Yugoslav province of Kosovo. It is also a description of the dilemma of President Lyndon Johnson in the spring and summer of 1965, when the failure of U.S. bombing raids against North Vietnam to dissuade Ho Chi Minh’s communist dictatorship from its low-level war against South Vietnam had become apparent. In each case, what was at stake for the United States was its credibility as the dominant global military power and the survival of a regional alliance—NATO in the case of the Balkan war, the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) in the case of the conflict in Indochina. (In fact, SEATO did dissolve, when the United States abandoned Indochina to communist conquest between 1973 and 1975.)

Both Slobodan Milosevic and Ho Chi Minh were communist dictators who manipulated the nationalism of their subjects—Milosevic in the service of his dream of a Greater Serbia dominating the former Yugoslav federation, Ho in the service of the dream of a united Vietnam dominating all of Indochina. Both Milosevic and Ho promoted their goals by supporting guerrilla terror campaigns in other countries. Milosevic armed, supplied, and directed Serb paramilitary units engaged in mass murder and ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, Kosovo, and other parts of the former Yugoslavia; Ho armed, supplied, and directed Viet Cong guerrillas in South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia who waged war against South Vietnamese military and police forces and murdered tens of thousands of South Vietnamese officials and civilians. In both cases, the low-intensity wars launched by the communist-nationalist dictators produced tidal waves of refugees. Hundreds of thousands of non-Serbs were forced from their homes in different parts of the former Yugoslavia by Serbian ethnic cleansing. Nearly a million residents of North Vietnam fled Ho Chi Minh’s rule in the 1950s, and following the communist conquest of South Vietnam in the 1970s more than two million others risked their lives in fleeing the country. Of the two communist-nationalist leaders, Milosevic was the less tyrannical; his Serbian regime was far less repressive than the government of Ho Chi Minh. The latter was a strict Stalinist dictatorship that tolerated no political or intellectual dissent and executed more than ten thousand North Vietnamese villagers in cold blood in a few months because they were landlords or prosperous peasants and thus “class enemies,” according to Marxist-Leninist dogma.

Despite these similarities, the U.S. wars in the Balkan and Indochinese peninsulas differed in one fundamental respect. The Yugoslav War was not a proxy war among great powers. Although Russia protested the NATO war against the Serbs and supplied some limited assistance to the Milosevic regime, postcommunist Russia, truncated, impoverished, and weak in the aftermath of the Soviet collapse, did not commit itself to defeating American policy in the Balkans. The situation was radically different in the 1960s. The Vietnam War was a proxy war between the United States, the Soviet Union—then growing rapidly in military power, confidence, and prestige—and communist China. Despite their rivalry for leadership of the communist bloc of nations, the Soviets and the Chinese collaborated to support North Vietnam’s effort to destroy South Vietnam, to promote communist revolutions in Indochina and, if possible, Thailand, and to humiliate the United States. In the 1990s, Serbia was a third-rate military power lacking great-power patrons. In the 1960s, North Vietnam was protected from an American invasion, and equipped with state-of-the-art weapons and air defenses, by the Soviet Union and China, the latter of which sent hundreds of thousands of troops to support Ho Chi Minh’s war effort between 1965 and 1968. By the late 1970s, the Vietnamese communists, after annexing South Vietnam, occupying Cambodia, and breaking with and defeating China in a border war, possessed the third largest army in the world and ruled the most important satellite region of the Soviet empire outside Eastern Europe. At the time of the Vietnam War, the United States was engaged in a desperate worldwide struggle with two of the three most powerful and murderous totalitarian states in history; in 1999, the United States faced no significant challenge to its global primacy by another great power or coalition.

The American wars in defense of Kosovo and South Vietnam, then, differed chiefly in this respect: More—far more—was at stake in Vietnam.

AS A RESULT of the U.S. intervention in the Balkans, the assumption that America’s intervention in Vietnam was an aberration, an assumption shared by many critics across the political spectrum, is no longer plausible. Twice in thirty-five years, American armed forces have engaged in massive military intervention in a civil war in a peripheral region in order to demonstrate the credibility of the United States as a military power and an alliance leader. When the Korean War is taken into account, the Vietnam War looks less like an exception and more like one member of a series of similar American limited wars (as of 1999, the Gulf War looks like the exception to the norm established by the Korean, Vietnam, and Yugoslav wars). Whether or not the American intervention in Kosovo ultimately achieves its goals, one thing is certain—the debate about the Vietnam War in the United States will never again be the same.

After the Vietnam War ended in 1975, it took on a second life as a symbol in American politics. For the radical left, the war was a symbol of the depravity of the United States and the evils of “capitalist imperialism.” For the neoisolationists and “realists” of the liberal left, the U.S. war in Indochina was a tragic and unnecessary mistake, brought about by American arrogance and an exaggerated fear of the threat posed to U.S. interests by the Soviet Union and communist China. Conservatives, too, had their orthodox view of the conflict. Conservatives joined many military officers in arguing that the United States could have achieved a quick and decisive victory in Indochina, if only the pusillanimous civilian policymakers of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations had not “tied the hands” of the U.S. military and “denied it permission to win.”

One point of view has been missing from the debate over the Vietnam War. The political faction known as liberal anticommunists or Cold War liberals, identified with the Truman, Kennedy, and Johnson administrations, ceased to exist as a force in American politics in the 1970s, more as a result of partisan realignment than of the Vietnam War. One group of former Cold War liberal policymakers and thinkers sought to ingratiate themselves with the antiwar leftists and liberals who were ascendant in the Democratic party after 1968. Among these were the late McGeorge Bundy and his brother William (who, as part of his campaign to rehabilitate himself, recently wrote a harsh and unfair book criticizing Nixon’s and Kissinger’s handling of the war that the Bundys had helped to begin). Former defense secretary Robert McNamara not only recanted his support for the war in his book In Retrospect but endured the abuse of functionaries of the Vietnamese dictatorship during a humiliating pilgrimage to Vietnam in 1997. Another group of former Cold War liberals joined forces with anti-Soviet conservatives, maintaining their support for the Cold War while jettisoning their prolabor liberalism in domestic politics. The number of unreconstructed Cold War liberals thus dwindled in the 1970s and 1980s, making it easy for radical leftists, left-liberals, and conservatives, in their discussions of the Vietnam War and U.S. foreign policy in the 1960s, to caricature and vilify Presidents Kennedy and Johnson and their advisers with no fear of rebuttal.

Almost everything written by Americans about the Vietnam War in the past quarter century has conformed to one of the three scripts of radical leftism, anti–Cold War liberalism, or conservatism. Each of these three partisan schools has drawn attention to evidence that appeared to support its preconceptions, while ignoring evidence that contradicted them. These ritualized debates might have continued for another generation or two. But two historic developments have now made it possible to transcend the thirty-year-old debates about the Vietnam War.

The first development is the end of the Cold War and its aftermath, including the global collapse of communism and the realignment of world politics around the United States as the hegemonic military power. Only now is it possible to view the Cold War as a whole and to evaluate the U.S. strategy of global containment that led to the U.S. wars in defense of South Korea and South Vietnam, as well as the U.S. protectorate over Taiwan—“the three fronts,” according to Mao Zedong, where the communist bloc met the American bloc in East Asia.

The second development is the demise of the radical left in North America and Western Europe as a political force (leftism survives only in pockets in the academy and the press). In the 1960s and 1970s, the ascendancy of the radical left in the liberal and social democratic parties of the West—the Democrats in the United States, the British Labor Party, and the German Social Democrats—caused western electorates to turn to conservative, anticommunist parties under the leadership of Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, and Helmut Kohl. The economic difficulties of Swedish social democracy, coming soon after the collapse of the Soviet Union, have discredited western as well as eastern Marxism and permitted the emergence of a new, more moderate center-left, variously described as “the Third Way” or “the New Center” and symbolized by President Bill Clinton and British prime minister Tony Blair. As recently as the Gulf War, which the overwhelming majority of Democrats in Congress voted against, foreign policy debates in the United States pitted anti-American leftists and isolationist liberals against interventionist conservatives. But the subsequent U.S.-led NATO war in the Balkans, supported by many liberals and opposed by a number of conservatives, has helped to rehabilitate the legitimacy of military intervention for many left-of-center Americans.

These developments in global politics and western politics have made it possible to write this book, which could not have been written in the 1970s or 1980s. In this book, I examine the Vietnam War in light of the end of the Cold War, from a centrist perspective more sympathetic to American Cold War policymakers than that of their critics on the left and the right.

THE UNITED STATES fought the war in Vietnam because of geopolitics, and forfeited the war because of domestic politics. This being the case, I make two major arguments in this book, one about the geopolitics, and one about the American domestic politics, of the Cold War. The argument about geopolitics is that in the circumstances of the Cold War, and particularly in the circumstances of the 1960s, the United States was justified in waging a limited war to defend South Vietnam and its neighbors against the communist bloc. The argument about U.S. domestic politics is that the Vietnam War was not uniquely divisive. Rather, this particular Cold War proxy conflict exposed preexisting regional, ethnic, and racial divisions in American attitudes about foreign policy—divisions familiar from previous American wars in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

The two subjects of geopolitics and domestic politics are connected by the issue of the costs, in treasure and blood, of American Cold War policy. In both the Korean and Vietnam wars, the balance of power between interventionists and isolationists in the U.S. Congress and the public at large was held by a “swing vote” sensitive to casualties. In the 1960s and 1970s, the United States could not afford to do too little in Indochina, for fear of a disastrous setback in the Cold War—a struggle that was as much a test of nerve as a test of strength. At the same time, the United States could not afford to do too much in Indochina, for fear of undermining American public support, first for the defense of the Indochina front, and then for U.S. Cold War strategy in general. The choice between global credibility and domestic consensus was forced on American leaders in the late 1960s and early 1970s by the costs of the war in Vietnam—chiefly, the costs in American lives, though the costs in Indochinese lives and the costs to America’s global military infrastructure and its financial hegemony were also important factors.

This, then, is the story I have to tell about the Vietnam War. It was necessary for the United States to escalate the war in the mid-1960s in order to defend the credibility of the United States as a superpower, but it was necessary for the United States to forfeit the war after 1968, in order to preserve the American domestic political consensus in favor of the Cold War on other fronts. Indochina was worth a war, but only a limited war—and not the limited war that the United States actually fought.

The argument set forth here differs fundamentally from a new and misguided consensus on the subject of the Vietnam War that has become influential in recent years. That argument holds that it was a mistake to intervene in Indochina at all, but that once the United States had intervened, it should have used unlimited force to quickly win an unqualified victory. The political appeal of this emerging consensus is obvious. While it offers nothing to the radical left, it makes concessions to “realist” left-liberals (who are acknowledged to have been right about U.S. strategy) and to promilitary conservatives (who are acknowledged to have been right about U.S. tactics). As a rhetorical formula that can “heal the wounds of Vietnam,” this emergent synthesis has much to recommend it. Unfortunately, as an assessment of the Vietnam War it is wrong, and to the extent that it influences U.S. foreign policy it is dangerous.

IN ADDITION to examining the Vietnam War from a post–Cold War perspective, one of the purposes of this book is to set the historical record straight. I address the major myths about Vietnam disseminated by the radical and liberal left at the time of the war and repeated for three decades afterward. When one examines the historical record, one finds that:

• Ho Chi Minh was not a Vietnamese patriot whose Marxism was a superficial veneer; like North Korea’s Kim Il Sung and Cambodia’s Pol Pot, Ho was both a nationalist and a doctrinaire Marxist-Leninist whose brutal and bankrupt tyranny was modeled on Stalin’s Soviet Union and Mao’s China.

• Ho was not the only legitimate nationalist leader in Vietnam; he and his subordinates found it necessary to execute, assassinate, imprison, and exile noncommunist nationalist leaders and dissidents in both North and South Vietnam.

• Ho was not a Southeast Asian Tito who might have created a neutral united Vietnam equidistant from Moscow, Beijing, and the United States in the 1940s or 1950s; there were pro-Soviet and pro-Chinese factions among the Vietnamese, but no prowestern faction. The United States did not miss an opportunity to befriend Ho in 1945 or 1950 or 1954 or 1956.

• South Vietnam did not violate international law by refusing to participate in national elections in 1956.

• The murder of South Vietnam’s President Diem in the American-approved coup d’état in 1963 did not abort a potential reconciliation of North and South Vietnam.

• The South Vietnamese insurgency was not a spontaneous rebellion against misgovernment; although many noncommunist South Vietnamese took part, the guerrilla war was controlled by Hanoi from the beginning to the end.

• The Vietnamese communists were never serious about a coalition government for either South Vietnam or the country as a whole, except as a transition to communist rule; talk of a coalition government was a propaganda ploy intended to fool western liberals and leftists. (It did.)

• The South Vietnamese regime did not fall in 1975 because it was uniquely corrupt and illegitimate. It fell to Soviet-equipped North Vietnamese tanks only because the United States, which had left troops in South Korea to defend a comparably corrupt and authoritarian dictatorship, had abandoned its allies in South Vietnam.

To a remarkable extent, anti–Vietnam War activists recycled both Marxist and isolationist propaganda from previous American antiwar movements. For example, much of the anti-Diem and pro–Ho Chi Minh propaganda echoed the left’s vilification of China’s Chiang Kai-shek and South Korea’s Syngman Rhee and its idealization of Mao Zedong; only the names of individuals and countries were changed. Various “missed opportunity” myths about U.S.-Vietnam relations were first spread in the context of relations between the United States and communist China in the 1940s. The influence of the generations-old isolationist tradition in the United States is clear in the arguments that Johnson and Nixon were treacherous tyrants whose foreign wars endangered the U.S. Constitution—arguments almost identical to those made against previous wartime presidents, including Polk, Wilson, Roosevelt, and Truman. The ease with which Francis Ford Coppola could turn Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, a parable about European imperialism in Africa, into the movie Apocalypse Now illustrates the extent to which much anti–Vietnam War literature and art has been generic antiwar propaganda that could be illustrated by imagery from any war in any country in any period.

In the section of this book dealing with domestic politics, I demonstrate the extraordinary continuities between the anti-Vietnam-War movement and other antiwar movements—both earlier ones, like the movements opposing U.S. intervention in World Wars I and II, and subsequent ones, like the nuclear freeze campaign and the opposition to the Gulf War. Most remarkable of all is the continuity in regional attitudes toward U.S. foreign policy. The Democratic party’s abandonment of the Cold War liberalism of Truman, Kennedy, and Johnson for the neoisolationism symbolized by George McGovern and Frank Church can be explained almost entirely in terms of the shift in the party’s regional base from the promilitary, interventionist South to Greater New England, the region of the United States associated throughout American history with suspicion of the military and hostility to American wars.

LET THERE BE no doubt: There will be “Vietnams” in America’s future, defined either as wars in which the goal of the United States is to prove its military credibility to enemies and allies, rather than to defend U.S. territory, or as wars in which the enemy refuses to use tactics that permit the U.S. military to benefit from its advantage in high-tech conventional warfare. The war in Kosovo fits both of these definitions. Preparing for the credibility wars and the unconventional wars of the twenty-first century will require both leaders and publics in the United States and allied countries to understand what the United States did wrong in Vietnam—and, no less important, to acknowledge what the United States did right.
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CHAPTER 1


THE INDOCHINA THEATER

The Cold War in Southeast Asia, 1946–89

[image: line]

In the winter of 1950, Moscow was as cold as hell. On the evening of February 14, 1950, in a banquet hall in the Kremlin, three men whose plans would subject Indochina to a half century of warfare, tyranny, and economic stagnation, and inspire political turmoil in the United States and Europe, stood side by side: Joseph Stalin, Mao Zedong, and Ho Chi Minh.

In the 1960s, when the United States committed its own troops to battle in an effort to prevent clients of the Soviet Union and China from conquering Indochina, many opponents of the American intervention claimed that the North Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh’s communism was superficial, compared to his nationalism. In reality, there was an international communist conspiracy, and Ho Chi Minh was a charter member of it. Beginning in the 1920s, Ho, a founding member of the French Communist party, had been an agent of the Communist International (Comintern), a global network of agents and spies controlled with iron discipline by the Soviet dictatorship. In the 1930s, Ho had lived in the USSR, slavishly approving every twist and turn of Stalin’s policy; in the 1940s, he had been a member of the Chinese Communist party, then subordinated to Moscow. Ho Chi Minh owed not merely his prominence but his life to his career in the communist network outside of his homeland. Because he had been out of the country for so many years, he had survived when many other Vietnamese nationalists, noncommunist and communist alike, had been imprisoned or executed by the French or by the Japanese during World War II.

From the 1940s until the 1990s, the regime Ho founded would depend on military and economic support from one or both of the two great powers of the communist bloc. With the blessing of Stalin and the critical aid of Chinese arms and advisers, Ho’s Vietminh (Vietnamese nationalist) front would drive the French from Indochina in the mid-1950s; with the help of Chinese logistics troops, Soviet and Chinese antiaircraft personnel, and even Soviet fighter pilots, Ho’s North Vietnam would withstand American bombing while guiding insurrection in South Vietnam in the mid-1960s; with Soviet and Chinese aid, Soviet arms and Soviet advisers, Ho’s heirs in Hanoi in the mid-1970s would conquer South Vietnam and Laos, invade Cambodia, and convert Indochina into the largest Soviet satellite region in the world outside of Eastern Europe.

Ho Chi Minh owed little to Vietnamese tradition, and almost everything to his foreign models, Lenin, Stalin, and Mao. Like Lenin and Stalin, Nguyen Ai Quoc had renamed himself (“Ho Chi Minh” means the Enlightened One, or the Seeker of Enlightenment). Ho would be the center of a cult of personality, just as Lenin, Stalin, and Mao had been. Lenin had Leningrad, and Stalin had Stalingrad; therefore Saigon, after the communist victory, would become Ho Chi Minh City. Ho’s grim tomb in Hanoi would be modeled on Lenin’s tomb in Moscow. In death, as in life, Ho Chi Minh would be a minor clone of the major communist tyrants. Even the smallest details of Ho’s government would be borrowed from the Soviet Union or from Mao’s imitation of Soviet examples. In the 1950s, Mao would copy Stalin’s war on the Soviet peasantry, and Ho, with help from Chinese communist advisers dispatched by Mao, would similarly terrorize the North Vietnamese population into submission to the new totalitarian ruling class. In the decade that followed, the North Vietnamese communist oligarchy would persecute and purge North Vietnamese intellectuals, following the example of Mao’s purges of Chinese intellectuals, itself modeled on Stalin’s campaigns against dissident thinkers. The official culture of North Vietnam, and later of united communist Vietnam, would be a crude copy of the official cultures of the Soviet Union, its satrapies in Eastern Europe, and its Chinese offspring and ultimate rival. The Vietnamese communists would model their “reeducation camps” on communist China’s laogai and the Soviet gulag. Well into the 1980s, visitors to communist Vietnam would see portraits of Ho’s role model and mentor displayed on office walls: “X-talin,” as the name is transliterated in Vietnamese. Stalin.

Three men could hardly be more unlike in personality than the conniving Stalin, the impulsive, extroverted Mao, and the quiet, stoic Ho, but all were devout adherents of the political religion of Marxism-Leninism, whose prophet, Lenin, looked down on them from a portrait in the Kremlin banquet hall. It was Lenin’s sect of Marx’s religion, not the foibles of its individual proponents, that would do the greatest harm to the suffering peoples of the Soviet empire, China, North Korea, and Indochina. It was not Stalin’s gangsterism or Mao’s egomania but Lenin’s doctrines that produced the famines that killed millions in the Soviet Union in the 1930s and even more millions in China during the Great Leap Forward in 1958–62. The campaigns of government terror against the hapless villagers of North Vietnam in the mid-1950s and in Cambodia in the mid-1970s were not the results of Ho’s or Pol Pot’s personal ambitions or personal cruelty; the public denunciation, imprisonment, torture, and execution of “landlords” and “rich peasants” and “middle peasants” formed an integral part of the demented Marxist-Leninist program for atomizing existing societies in order to create a new socialist man. Stalin claimed to be the true heir of Lenin, and he was. As the historian Martin Malia has observed: “Thus the awful truth of the [Soviet] experiment in the integral Marxist project could be realized only by Leninist means, and the Leninist means could reach their socialist objective only by Stalinist methods.”1

The greatest atrocities of Mao Zedong and Ho Chi Minh lay in the future, on that evening in the winter of 1950. Ho, after traveling to Beijing, had made a pilgrimage to Moscow to ask for Soviet and Chinese help in his effort to expel the French and subject all of Indochina to totalitarian rule. When Mao had arrived in Moscow two months earlier on December 16, 1949, he had been summoned to the Kremlin for an audience with Stalin. The meeting had been tense; Stalin had feared that Mao might prove to be as disloyal as Yugoslavia’s Tito, whom Stalin had recently expelled from the communist camp for failure to follow Moscow’s orders. For his part, Mao had wanted to replace the Sino-Soviet treaty of 1945, which Stalin had negotiated with the deposed Nationalist dictator Chiang Kai-shek, with a new treaty more favorable to what was now the world’s most populous communist country. When Stalin had asked Mao what he wanted, Mao had answered evasively, saying that he wanted to send for his foreign minister, Zhou Enlai—a hint of his interest in a new treaty. Stalin had pressed Mao to begin the negotiations at once: “If we cannot establish what we must complete, why call for Zhou Enlai?” Mao had answered with an unconvincing rationalization—he, Mao, lacked authority to negotiate, because Stalin, as chairman of the Council of Ministers, was of a higher rank.

Stalin, who preferred to be the manipulator rather than the manipulated, had been offended by Mao’s evasiveness. Eventually Zhou Enlai had arrived, and the revised treaty, along with secret protocols, had been signed earlier in the day on February 14. At the banquet in honor of his new Chinese allies, Stalin showed that he had not forgotten the incident of December 16. When Ho Chi Minh, seeking a Soviet-Vietnamese treaty comparable to the Sino-Soviet treaty, gathered up the courage to approach the leader of the communist bloc and to ask for “instructions,” Stalin made sure that Mao and his interpreters were near enough to hear his reply. In a Georgian accent tinged with sarcasm, Stalin said to the president of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, “How can you ask for my instructions? I am the chairman of the Council of Ministers, and you are the chairman of the state. Your rank is higher than mine; I have to ask for your instructions.”2

Ho Chi Minh might have expected any number of responses to his petition for a treaty with the Soviet Union. But he could not have foreseen that his solemn request would give one of his heroes, Stalin, an occasion to mock his other patron, Mao.

The Cold War on the Asian Front

The Cold War was the third world war of the twentieth century. It was a contest for global military and diplomatic primacy between the United States and the Soviet Union, which had emerged as the two strongest military powers after World War II. Because the threat of nuclear escalation prevented all-out conventional war between the two superpowers, the Soviet-American contest was fought in the form of arms races, covert action, ideological campaigns, economic embargoes, and proxy wars in peripheral areas. In three of these—Korea, Indochina, and Afghanistan—one of the two superpowers sent hundreds of thousands of its own troops into battle against clients of the other side.

In the third world war, Indochina was the most fought over territory on earth. The region owed this undesirable honor not to its intrinsic importance but to the fact that in other places where the two superpowers confronted one another they were frozen in a stalemate that could not be broken without the risk of general war. The Soviet Union and the United States fought proxy wars in Indochina because they dared not engage in major tests of strength in Central Europe or Northeast Asia (after 1953) or even the Middle East. Indochina was strategic because it was peripheral.

Throughout the Cold War, the bloody military struggles in the Indochina theater were shaped indirectly by the tense but bloodless diplomatic struggles in the European theater. By going to war in Korea and simultaneously extending an American military protectorate over Taiwan and French Indochina, the Truman administration signaled its resolve to defend its European allies. American officials swallowed their misgivings about French colonialism and paid for France’s effort in its on-going war in Indochina from 1950 until 1954, in the hope of winning French support for the rearmament of Germany. Khrushchev’s humiliation of the United States in the Berlin crisis of 1961 persuaded the Kennedy administration that a show of American resolve on the Indochina front was all the more important. In 1968, concern by members of the U.S. foreign policy elite that further escalation in Indochina would endanger America’s other commitments, particularly in the European theater, was one of the factors that led the Johnson administration to begin the process of disengagement from the Vietnam War. The Eastern European revolutions of 1989, which led to the collapse of the Soviet Union itself in 1991, deprived communist Vietnam of its superpower protector and ideological model.

Although Indochina was the site of the greatest number of proxy-war battles, the greatest bloodletting in the Cold War—both in absolute numbers of war-related deaths and in intensity of combat—took place on the Korean peninsula between 1950 and 1953. However, among the regions in which proxy wars were fought, Indochina saw the greatest number of peacetime deaths as a result of state action, during the Khmer Rouge’s radical campaign of collectivization in the mid-1970s, which was inspired by the Maoist version of Marxism-Leninism and foreshadowed on a smaller scale by the Chinese-influenced North Vietnamese terror of the mid-1950s.

By the time Stalin met with Mao and Ho in Moscow in 1950, the Cold War had been underway for four years. In 1946, Stalin was tightening his grip on the countries in the Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. Defeated Germany was divided between Soviet and western zones of occupation that eventually became separate states (Austria, too, was partitioned until the mid-1950s). At the same time, Korea was partitioned between Soviet and American zones. Japan was wholly under U.S. administration.

Although many had expected the emergence of a tripolar world centered on Washington, Moscow, and London, World War II had weakened the British empire fatally. In February 1947, the British informed the Truman administration that the United States would have to assume the burden of supporting pro-Western forces in Turkey and Greece, where Stalin was backing communist insurgents. On March 12, Truman announced what became known as the Truman Doctrine: “the policy of the United States to support free people who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures.” In June, the Marshall Plan for the reconstruction of Europe was announced in a speech at Harvard by Secretary of State George Marshall. Stalin, seeing U.S. economic aid as a threat, prevented the Eastern European nations under Soviet control from accepting the offer. The Truman Doctrine received an answer in September 1947. Andrei Zhdanov, acting as a mouthpiece of Stalin, announced that the world was divided into two camps, socialism and imperialism. Noncommunist nationalist movements in colonial and postcolonial regions, which had been courted as allies by the international communist network in the days of the Popular Front, were now included in the imperialist camp. By contrast, Zhdanov hailed the war of Ho Chi Minh’s communist-controlled Vietminh against France in Indochina as an example of “a powerful movement for national liberation in the colonies and dependencies.”3

Stalin ordered communists in Western Europe to launch a wave of strikes. The United States responded with shipments of economic aid. After Stalin’s gambit in Western Europe failed, he orchestrated a coup in Czechoslovakia that replaced the elected government with a communist dictatorship controlled by Moscow. The United States launched a covert program to support pro-American parties in Italy’s national elections and considered military intervention if a communist-led coalition won power there. Meanwhile, on the periphery of Europe, American advisers helped a dictatorship in Greece battle a communist insurgency supported by the Soviet bloc in the first major proxy war of the Cold War. The Greek insurgency was defeated, in part because Yugoslavia’s communist dictator, Tito, afraid of being purged by Stalin, broke away from the Soviet bloc to assume a position of uneasy neutrality between East and West.

Although the primary theater of the early Cold War was Europe, the United States and the Soviet Union were also drawing battle lines in Asia. In February 1948, at a communist-sponsored conference of radical youth in Calcutta, Chinese and Vietnamese communists called for armed struggle against the West and pro-Western governments. Following the Calcutta meeting, a series of communist-inspired rebellions broke out throughout the region. In March, Burmese communists rose in insurrection against the newly independent government; in June, the Malayan communist party took up arms; and in August, the communist-led Hukbalahap insurgents in the Philippines renewed their war against the pro-American Philippine government. In September 1948, Indonesian communists clashed with the Indonesian authorities, following the return from exile in the Soviet Union of Indonesian communist leader Musso, who had announced that his movement would follow the “Gottwald Plan” (a reference to the communist seizure of power in the recent Czechoslovakian coup). The Indonesian communist revolt was put down within a month, but the Burmese, Malayan, and Philippine insurgencies burned on for years.4

In Indochina, Ho Chi Minh’s Vietminh—a communist-controlled front of nationalist parties—had seized power in August 1945, when the Japanese occupation of French Indochina had come to an end with the Second World War. To conceal his actual purposes, Ho pretended to disband the Indochinese communist party. In the summer of 1946, while Ho traveled to Paris in the hope of persuading the French to peacefully cede power to his regime, his chief deputy, Vo Nguyen Giap, supervised the systematic destruction of all political opposition by imprisoning, exiling, or murdering tens of thousands of noncommunist Vietnamese nationalists and leftists. Following the failure of Ho’s negotiations with France, hostilities began at the end of 1946. France dispatched troops in an effort to reimpose French authority over Indochina. Squeezed between French forces and the nationalist China of Chiang Kai-shek (who was by no means hostile to the effort to expel the French from the region), the Vietnamese communists managed to survive until Mao’s Communist party, with critical military aid and logistical support provided by the Soviet Union and North Korea, won the Chinese civil war in 1949. In early 1950, Ho traveled to Moscow to join Mao and Stalin.

“In the Far East,” former Red Army journalists General Oleg Sarin and Colonel Lev Dvoretsky have written,

China, North Korea, and North Vietnam became Stalin’s firm allies. In the latter two, Kim Il Sung and Ho Chi Minh were dictators with immense power who strictly toed the Kremlin’s line and who in turn were heavily supported with Soviet arms, goods, and services. Stalin gave them both a great deal of thought and attention, constantly mulling over plans for unifying these two countries under the red banner and thus creating new opportunities for spreading Soviet Communism further into Asia. Stalin was in an excellent position to fulfill the rest of his dreams.5

Stalin, who may have hoped that a coalition containing communists would come to power in Paris, was careful to keep the appearance of distance between his regime’s and Ho’s. He instructed Mao to assume responsibility for aiding the Indochinese comrades. The Chinese communist leadership viewed Indochina as one of “three fronts” contested with the American-led “imperialist” bloc; the other two fronts were Korea and Taiwan, where Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist regime, defeated on the mainland, still survived. Mao, expecting a conflict with the United States over Taiwan, was informed in the spring of 1950 that Stalin had given his North Korean client, Kim Il Sung, permission to reunify the divided Korean peninsula by force, following the failure of an attempt to do so by means of a guerrilla war that had cost around one hundred thousand Korean lives.

With the backing of Stalin and Mao, Kim launched an invasion of South Korea on June 24, 1950. Viewing the crisis as a test of American credibility in the Cold War, the United States, along with Britain and dozens of allies, dispatched troops under the cover of the United Nations to rescue the South Korean regime of Syngman Rhee. With a daring amphibious landing at Inchon in September, General Douglas MacArthur reversed the current of the war in America’s favor. Within weeks the Korean communists were being pushed back toward the Chinese frontier on the Yalu River. At Stalin’s urging, and against the advice of much of the Chinese communist military leadership, Mao committed China to the war. Chinese forces crossed the Yalu in large numbers in

November. Soviet military personnel were also taking a limited part in the air war, a fact which the U.S. government kept secret as part of its strategy for keeping the proxy war in Korea limited.

The effect of the Korean War was to solidify the U.S. commitment to denying Taiwan and Indochina, the other two fronts in East Asia, to the Sino-Soviet bloc. Truman sent the Seventh Fleet to control the Taiwan Strait, and dispatched a military mission to help the French in Indochina. By 1954 the U.S. was paying for most of the cost of the French effort to defeat Ho Chi Minh. China, too, considered the wars in Korea and Indochina to be part of a single East-West struggle. General Chen Geng, a leading Chinese military officer, helped organize the Vietminh war against the French before leaving in November 1950 to take up a command in Korea.6

The Korean War, like the later Vietnam War, caused political turmoil in the United States. During the Korean War, however, the radical opposition to the government came from the right. President Truman, accused by demagogic red-baiters like Wisconsin senator Joseph McCarthy of coddling communist traitors in the government, and vilified for his dismissal of General MacArthur for insubordination, chose not to run again for president. Dwight Eisenhower, elected president in 1952, threatened to use nuclear weapons against North Korea and China. These threats, combined with the death of Stalin on March 4, 1953, were followed by an armistice in Korea in July of that year.

In Indochina, meanwhile, the war was going badly for the French and their American sponsors. The Sino-Soviet bloc used the Korean armistice as an opportunity to launch a worldwide “peace offensive,” as part of which Stalin’s successors in the Kremlin proposed a five-power conference to discuss international disputes. In order to strengthen its negotiating position, the Vietminh, with Chinese arms and advice, began a siege of French troops at the strategically important village of Dien Bien Phu. Alarmed by the prospect of the fall of the French outpost, U.S. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles threatened American intervention and called for “united action” by the western democracies. The U.S. Congress, however, was unwilling to support an American war in Indochina so soon after the loss of 56,000 American soldiers in Korea. The Vietminh took Dien Bien Phu on May 7, 1954, the day before the discussion of Indochina at Geneva was scheduled to begin.

The United States, determined to deny Indochina to Ho’s Soviet-and Chinese-backed communists, received little support from France, whose government was eager to achieve a face-saving exit from the region. Britain, which had its own client-states in the region, such as Malaya (itself facing a communist insurgency), played the role of mediator between the United States and the Soviet Union. Under pressure from the Soviet Union and China, which wanted a breathing spell after the Korean proxy war, the reluctant Vietnamese communists were compelled to accept the division of French Indochina into three states—Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia—and the partition of Vietnam at the Seventeenth Parallel between communist and noncommunist zones. The Geneva accords provided for nationwide elections, but because the accords were denounced by the South Vietnamese government and not signed by the United States this provision was a dead letter from the beginning. During a period of voluntary repatriation under international auspices in 1954–55, ten times as many Vietnamese, many of them Catholics afraid of communist persecution, fled from North to South Vietnam as moved in the other direction.

Between Two Wars

By the mid-1950s, the correlation of forces in world politics had shifted in favor of the United States, thanks to the rapid buildup of the U.S. military during the Korean War and the economic reconstruction of western Europe and Japan. The communist insurgencies in Burma, the Philippines, and Malaya had been defeated or were in decline.

In North Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh’s regime followed the advice of Mao’s government and concentrated on consolidating its rule rather than on sponsoring revolution in South Vietnam. China showered North Vietnam with military aid, which between 1956 and 1963 amounted to 270,000 guns, 200 million bullets, more than 10,000 pieces of artillery along with more than 2 million artillery shells, 15,000 wire transmitters, 28 ships, 15 planes, and more than 1,000 trucks.7 The Chinese communist military advisers who had helped their Vietnamese allies defeat the French were now replaced by Chinese communist political advisers who guided a Vietnamese collectivization campaign modeled on the previous “land reforms” in China and the Soviet Union. At least ten thousand rural Vietnamese were singled out for denunciation as class enemies and executed after rigged trials organized by Vietnamese communists with the help of Chinese communist advisers. When North Vietnamese peasants finally rebelled against this state terrorism, Ho Chi Minh used his military to crush them. The Maoist rural terror in North Vietnam was followed in due course by a purge of North Vietnamese intellectuals modeled on an earlier purge in communist China.

While Ho was terrorizing the North Vietnamese population into docility, Ngo Dinh Diem was using force and fraud to cobble together a state in the southern half of Vietnam. Diem was a respected upper-class nationalist who had been untainted by collaboration with the French colonialists or the Japanese occupiers of his homeland. Ho had asked Diem to serve in the initial Vietminh coalition government, but after Diem refused to be a token figure in a communist-dominated regime, Ho’s government had executed one of Diem’s brothers. Diem ousted the French-installed Emperor Bao Dai and made himself president of the government of Vietnam in a rigged plebiscite. In consolidating his dictatorship, Diem had the help of American advisers, including Colonel Edward G. Lansdale and Major Lucien Conein, both celebrated American covert action experts. In the latter half of the 1950s, Diem waged a savage war on the remnants of the communist-dominated Vietminh in the south and also on the Cao Dai, Hoa Hoa, and Binh Xuyen, paramilitary religious “sects” that resembled mafias. Like many Third World rulers, Diem solidified his power by nepotism, favoritism for his Catholic coreligionists, bribery, and a brutality which alienated many South Vietnamese, although it was less severe than the Stalinist reign of terror in North Vietnam.

BY THE LATE 1950s, the initiative in global politics was passing from the United States to the Soviet Union. President Eisenhower failed to devise a plausible military strategy for waging the Cold War. His policy of “massive retaliation” was dismissed as a bluff by Mao and other communist bloc leaders, even before the buildup of the Soviet nuclear arsenal had created a balance of terror between the blocs. Eisenhower also relied ever more on covert action as an instrument of U.S. foreign policy. By the time he left office, a consensus had emerged among national security intellectuals and military dissidents that the conditions of the Cold War required “flexible response,” an ability to use American military force effectively in the spectrum of conflict between threats of nuclear war and covert action.

While the United States drifted under Eisenhower, the rise to power of Nikita Khrushchev provided the Soviet empire with a dynamic and flamboyant leader. In 1956, Khrushchev took advantage of the abortive British, French, and Israeli seizure of the Suez Canal from Egypt to invade Hungary; the launching of Sputnik the next year began the space race and gave the world the impression that the Soviet Union was a dynamic technological power. The dissolution of the European empires in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East created dozens of new, unstable states for whose allegiance the United States and the Soviet Union competed. In this competition, the antiracist rhetoric of the Soviet Union, and the absence of a history of Russian colonialism outside of Eurasia, gave Moscow an advantage at a time when white resistance to the civil rights movement showed the world the evil side of American society.

In Southeast Asia, conflict between the two blocs heated up again at the end of the 1950s. In Laos, an undeclared proxy war was fought by royalist forces backed by the United States and the communist Pathet Lao, supported by the North Vietnamese military, with Soviet and Chinese encouragement. Meanwhile, Hanoi authorized a South Vietnamese communist insurgency against Diem’s regime. In May 1959, Hanoi formed Group 559, charged with infiltrating troops and weapons into South Vietnam through the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos and Cambodia, and Group 759, in charge of infiltration by sea. (Similar infiltration of South Korea was repeatedly attempted, without significant success, by the North Korean regime.) Between 1959 and 1961 the number of South Vietnamese officials who were assassinated rose from twelve hundred to four thousand per year. As the South Vietnamese insurgency grew more powerful, the United States equipped Diem’s military and provided several hundred advisers, who trained the South Vietnamese military in often inapplicable conventional war tactics. In a July 8, 1959, guerrilla raid on a South Vietnamese army headquarters in Bien-hoa near Saigon, along with several Vietnamese the first American soldiers to die in Indochina were killed.

On January 6, 1961, two weeks before John F. Kennedy’s inauguration as president of the United States, Khrushchev published a speech calling for Soviet support for “wars of national liberation” as an alternative to world-threatening nuclear war. Kennedy gave his aides copies of the speech, exhorting them to “read, learn, and inwardly digest.” Kennedy was warned by Eisenhower that the low-level proxy war in Laos between factions backed by the United States and their rivals, dependent on the North Vietnamese, was approaching a crisis point. On March 9, Kennedy reviewed detailed plans for the introduction of U.S. forces into Laos.

The world’s attention was diverted from Indochina to the Caribbean on April 12, 1961, when American-backed Cuban exiles invaded Cuba at the Bay of Pigs. The invasion, designed during the Eisenhower administration and approved by Kennedy, failed to provoke a popular uprising against the pro-Soviet dictator Fidel Castro. In the summer of 1961, Kennedy and Khrushchev engaged in a confrontation over Berlin. By acquiescing in the construction of the Berlin Wall, whose purpose was to prevent the citizens of communist East Germany from fleeing to the West, the United States suffered a humiliating defeat.

In the aftermath of the humiliations in Cuba and Germany, the Kennedy administration felt compelled to demonstrate U.S. resolve in the Indochina theater of the Cold War. In the fall of 1961, Kennedy rejected the advice of the U.S. military that any American intervention would have to be massive, and settled for the “neutralization” of Laos in negotiations at Geneva—a compromise that failed to end the proxy war. This latest retreat by the Kennedy administration made it all the more necessary to defend South Vietnam.

Alarmed by a report about the South Vietnamese situation by Edward Lansdale, in May 1961 Kennedy sent Vice President Lyndon Johnson on a fact-finding mission to South Vietnam. Diem rejected the offer of U.S. troops, asking instead for U.S. funds for an expansion of his military and for additional U.S. advisers. In October 1961, General Maxwell Taylor, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, visited South Vietnam and suggested that the United States send troops. Kennedy rejected Taylor’s advice, but established the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) and drastically increased the number of U.S. military advisers in South Vietnam.

Within the communist bloc, the growing rift between Khrushchev’s Soviet Union and Mao’s China was creating a new hazard for the United States and its allies. The two communist giants competed to demonstrate their leadership of worldwide antiwesternism by striving to outdo one another in support of North Vietnam. Denouncing those who advised caution in confronting the United States as “revisionist,” Mao sent high-ranking emissaries to Hanoi in spring 1962 to discuss Sino-Vietnamese cooperation in the event of a war with the United States.8

At the same time, the Hanoi-controlled Viet Cong guerrillas in South Vietnam continued to make progress, appealing to popular discontent while assassinating enormous numbers of government officials and supporters of the regime. The Diem government’s pacification program backfired, when the uprooting of as much as a quarter of the rural population created new hatred of the regime. On February 22, 1962, two South Vietnamese pilots attempted to assassinate Diem by bombing the presidential palace. Shortly afterward the limited military competence of the Diem regime was exposed in a botched raid by South Vietnamese troops and their American advisers against Viet Cong in the village of Ap Bac.

On May 8, 1962, in the city of Hue, several people were killed when a Catholic deputy province chief sent troops to prevent Buddhists from flying their flags in commemoration of the Buddha’s birthday. On June 11, Buddhists arranged in advance for the western media to cover the self-immolation of a Buddhist monk. The horrific photos contributed to the demonization of Diem in the United States. (Needless to say, western journalists were not present to record protests and the far more severe government repression in North Vietnam.)

In the summer of 1962, Ho Chi Minh led a delegation to Beijing, and succeeded in winning a Chinese offer to equip 230 new North Vietnamese battalions. The following spring Chinese delegations to Hanoi promised that China would come to the aid of North Vietnam if the United States attacked and assured the North Vietnamese rulers that they could “definitely count on China as the strategic rear.”9

In Washington, the Kennedy administration was divided between those who urged cooperation with South Vietnamese generals plotting to depose President Diem, whose unpopularity and incompetence was hampering the war against the communist insurgency, and others opposed to such a move. Following the triumph of the pro-coup faction in Washington, on November 1, 1963, Diem was deposed by mutinous generals, who then murdered him and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu after offering them safe conduct out of the country. The assassinations in Saigon were followed in a few weeks by the murder of President Kennedy in Dallas, Texas, by Lee Harvey Oswald, a former defector to the Soviet Union who idolized Castro. At the time of Kennedy’s death, the United States was spending $500 million per year on South Vietnam; there were fifteen thousand American advisers in the country, and fifty American soldiers had been killed.

Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon Johnson, had opposed the overthrow of Diem. He was vindicated in the aftermath of the South Vietnamese coup, when a series of ephemeral governments formed and dissolved as South Vietnamese military officers competed for power. The political chaos gave the Hanoi-controlled insurgents the opportunity to make major gains. Before the coup against Diem, the Viet Cong had controlled less than 30 percent of the territory of South Vietnam; by March 1964, they controlled between 40 and 45 percent.10

The desperate situation in South Vietnam was matched by turmoil throughout Southeast Asia. Beginning in 1962, the Indonesian dictator Sukarno had aligned himself with Mao and the Indonesian Communist party, the third largest in the world. Having seized the formerly Dutch western part of New Guinea in 1962, Sukarno initiated a guerrilla war against Malaysia. To help the Malaysians fight Sukarno’s forces and their Malaysian allies, the British dispatched elite Special Air Services (SAS) units. Nearby in Cambodia, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, expecting a communist victory in South Vietnam, permitted the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese regulars to use Cambodian territory to infiltrate South Vietnam. In early 1964 Sihanouk secretly agreed to let China use the Cambodian seaport of Sihanoukville to ship military supplies to the Viet Cong. Sihanouk had ordered mob attacks against the United States and British embassies already, and when Thailand’s dictator, Marshal Sarit, died shortly after the murders of Diem and Kennedy, Sihanouk made a radio broadcast in which he celebrated the deaths of all three.11

In these circumstances, the Johnson administration decided to increase its own secret raids against North Vietnam. Most of the South Vietnamese commandos who were infiltrated into North Vietnam were killed or captured. U.S. and Thai pilots also began bombing North Vietnamese and allied Pathet Lao troops in Laos in Royal Lao Air Force planes. In addition, the United States began maritime intelligence patrols along the North Vietnamese coast. A U.S.-sponsored South Vietnamese raid on two North Vietnamese islands on July 31 was followed by a clash on August 3 in the Gulf of Tonkin between an American naval vessel, the Madox, and North Vietnamese torpedo boats. On August 4, radar operators on another ship, the C. Turner Joy, claimed to have sighted torpedoes. The Johnson administration, claiming that American ships had been the targets of unprovoked attacks, used the Tonkin Gulf incidents as an occasion for congressional passage of the Southeast Asia Resolution, a conditional declaration of war modeled on the Formosa and Middle East Resolutions passed during the Eisenhower years. “The challenge that we face in South-East Asia today is the same challenge that we faced with courage and that we have met with strength in Greece and Turkey, in Berlin and Korea, in Lebanon and Cuba,” Johnson told the American public in a televised address that put the crisis in Indochina in its Cold War context. On August 7, 1964, the Southeast Asia Resolution was passed in the House by 416-0 and in the Senate by 98–2.

China’s response was to denounce the United States, publicly state its support for North Vietnam, and mobilize more than twenty million Chinese in anti-American demonstrations. Beginning in mid-August, the Chinese air force moved units to the Sino-Vietnamese border. China began the construction of two new airports in the border region. China already had promised to send troops if the United States invaded North Vietnam.12

As 1965 began, the situation in South Vietnam continued to worsen. On February 7, while National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy was in Saigon, the Viet Cong killed eight American advisers in an attack on a South Vietnamese army base at Pleiku. In Operation Flaming Dart, forty-nine U.S. navy fighter-bombers attacked a North Vietnamese military installation at Dong Hoi. The Viet Cong responded by killing twenty-three U.S. soldiers when they blew up a hotel in Qui Nhon.

Johnson and his advisers hoped that air strikes against North Vietnam would convince Hanoi to end its support for the South Vietnamese insurgency, so that the deployment of U.S. ground forces would not be necessary. Operation Rolling Thunder, a bombing campaign against the north that began on March 2, 1965, failed to achieve this result. On March 8, two Marine battalions arrived to protect the U.S. base at Da Nang. A few weeks later, Johnson overruled the objections of General Maxwell Taylor, then the U.S. ambassador in Saigon, and sent two more battalions and eighteen thousand logistical troops. U.S. soldiers began to engage in search-and-destroy missions. Meanwhile, in April 1965, Johnson dispatched twenty-eight thousand troops to the Dominican Republic to ensure that a civil war there did not provide the Soviet Union and its satellite Cuba with an opportunity to create a new outpost in the Caribbean.

After a pause on May 13 failed to inspire Hanoi to negotiate, the bombing resumed. Urgent requests by General William Westmoreland in South Vietnam forced the White House to make tough decisions. Undersecretary of State George Ball, who warned of the difficulties of fighting against guerrillas, was a longtime critic of U.S. Cold War commitments throughout Asia. Most of the advisers whom Johnson had inherited from Kennedy, including Bundy and Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, were unwilling to abandon America’s Indochinese allies to the communist bloc without a fight.

More than Vietnam was at stake. Much or all of Southeast Asia appeared to be on the verge of incorporation into a radical, antiwestern bloc led by China and Indonesia. With Mao’s encouragement, Sukarno, who had adopted the slogan “Crush America,” had withdrawn Indonesia from the United Nations and announced the formation of a rival body, the Conference of the New Emerging Forces. Speaking in 1965 of a “Djakarta–Phnom Penh–Hanoi–Peking–P’yongyang axis,” Sukarno predicted that China would “strike a blow against the American troops in Vietnam from the north while Indonesia would strike from the south.”13 The prospect of communist takeovers in Indochina that would link Mao’s China to a possibly communist Indonesia was regarded with dread by the United States and Britain and by their allies in the region, like Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, and Australia. Even more important than the possibility of “falling dominoes” was America’s credibility as a superpower with worldwide military commitments to weak and endangered allies and client-states. The United States had been humiliated already by the Soviet bloc in Berlin, Cuba, and Laos; yet another retreat threatened both to encourage the Soviet Union and China and to demoralize America’s allies. With good reason, Sukarno had declared 1965 to be “the year of living dangerously.”

On July 28, after an internal debate about options in the Indochina theater, the Johnson administration announced the dispatch of 125,000 more troops to South Vietnam. In the context of the Cold War struggle for Southeast Asia, the deployment was far from excessive. As late as 1964, Britain, a power of the second rank, had more soldiers east of Suez than in Europe as part of NATO forces. To defend Malaysia against subversion by Indonesia, Britain had dispatched 30,000 troops. In 1964, Britain had 54,000 troops in Southeast Asia—more than the United States had in South Vietnam at the time.14 Sukarno’s border war with Malaysia had led to the deployment of eighty ships from the British Commonwealth.15

Escalation

U.S. ground forces began to engage in significant combat with Viet Cong units in the late summer and autumn of 1965. As U.S. troops poured into South Vietnam, the political turmoil in Saigon came to an end. A coup brought to power two military officers, Nguyen Cao Ky and Nguyen Van Thieu, who would rule South Vietnam for the next decade, until its demise.

Beginning on Christmas Day 1965, the Johnson administration suspended the bombing of North Vietnam for thirty-seven days. The United States had already flown fifty-five thousand sorties against targets in North Vietnam. The debate within the administration and the U.S. military over strategy and tactics had been won by those emphasizing a conventional war approach, rather than by advocates of a strategy emphasizing “pacification” or counterinsurgency. The U.S. forces in Indochina were joined by contingents from America’s regional allies, including South Korea, Australia, New Zealand, and the Philippines.

In Indonesia, the two-million-member Communist party, evidently with the encouragement of Sukarno and Mao, launched a coup against anticommunist military leaders. A countercoup by the military turned into a massacre in which somewhere between dozens and hundreds of thousands were butchered. Sukarno was stripped of power and replaced by Suharto, a general who ruled Indonesia until 1998. Under Suharto, Indonesia broke its ties with China and assumed a policy of neutrality tilted toward the United States. Mao’s dream of a counter-UN and a Beijing-Jakarta axis had been thwarted. Now he turned inward, launching the Cultural Revolution, an extreme Stalin-style purge that reduced China to conditions resembling those of civil war. The year of living dangerously had been an annus horribilis for Beijing.

The United States, China, and the Soviet Union were now engaged in the greatest proxy conflict in the Cold War since the Korean War. While the United States fought to prevent being humiliated as a protector of weak states, China and the Soviet Union competed with one another for prestige in the communist bloc and the developing world.

Between 1965 and 1968, China provided massive support for North Vietnam. In addition to supplying Hanoi with military equipment and civilian goods, Mao’s government dispatched antiaircraft artillery troops to the northern part of North Vietnam. Even more important, at Hanoi’s request China sent engineering troops to repair and expand the North Vietnamese railway system so that it would not be disabled by American bombing. The Chinese troops also freed North Vietnamese regulars to journey into Laos and keep supplies moving down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Between June 1965 and the end of 1969, the Chinese logistics troops built 20 new railway stations, 39 new bridges, 14 tunnels, and 117 kilometers of new rail lines and repaired 362 kilometers of existing rail lines. In all, China sent 327,000 troops to North Vietnam. As the historian Chen Jian has observed, “although Beijing’s support may have fallen short of Hanoi’s expectations, without the support, the history, even the outcome, of the Vietnam War might have been different.”16

In October and November 1966, the number two official in Ho Chi Minh’s regime, Le Duan, conferred with Chinese leaders in Beijing. Zhou Enlai urged the Vietnamese to continue the war at least until 1968. Six months later, still worried that North Vietnam would negotiate with the United States, Chinese officials insisted that Vo Nguyen Giap and Pham Van Dong give them a “solemn promise” that they would not end the war.17

To continue the war, however, the North Vietnamese needed arms and equipment that China could not supply. Dong and Giap led another delegation to Moscow in April 1967. Despite misgivings, the Soviets chose to resupply the North Vietnamese, for fear that a refusal would lead to an increase in Chinese influence on Hanoi.18 Indeed, the Soviet Union already had surpassed China as the largest supplier of military aid to North Vietnam. Between 1964 and 1974, aid to North Vietnam amounted to 50 percent of the Soviet Union’s aid to communist satellite regimes (the rest was divided chiefly between Cuba and North Korea).19

As many as three thousand Soviet advisers took part in the Vietnam War between 1965 and 1968.20 They instructed North Vietnamese soldiers in the use of Soviet-supplied equipment, manned the ground-based antiaircraft system, and participated in combat actions against the Americans and South Vietnamese.21 The Soviet government carefully concealed the extent of Soviet involvement in Indochina, forbidding Soviet personnel and their families to discuss the destination of their units. Soldiers heading for Vietnam wore civilian clothes and, on arrival, donned Vietnamese uniforms. (During the Korean War, Soviet pilots and other military “volunteers” had worn Chinese or Korean uniforms.) “The Americans knew only too well that Vietnamese planes of Soviet design were often flown by Soviet pilots,” former Soviet colonel Alexei Vinogradov has written.22 During the Vietnam War, as earlier during the Korean War, the U.S. government kept the degree of Soviet military participation secret in order that public pressure would not make it difficult to keep this proxy war limited.

The war between Israel and its neighbors that erupted on June 5, 1967, increased U.S.-Soviet tensions still further. At a mini summit in Glassboro, New Jersey, on June 23, 1967, Soviet premier Aleksei Kosygin passed along Hanoi’s offer to return to the negotiating table if the bombing were stopped (several U.S. diplomatic initiatives, labeled “Mayflower,” “Marigold,” and “Sunflower” had already failed). Through the Soviets Johnson replied that the United States would consider stopping the bombing, but would resume it if talks failed.

By the autumn of 1967, public support for the Vietnam War in the United States was reaching dangerously low levels. The small antiwar movement, led by radical leftists and pacifists, had failed to convince the American public that the war was immoral; indeed, the anti-American rhetoric of many antiwar activists was creating a backlash from which conservative politicians would profit for decades. Instead, support for the war had declined as a function of rising casualties at roughly the same rate that it had dwindled during the Korean War. Facing declining public support, and challenged by the left wing of the Democratic party, President Johnson in a speech in San Antonio on September 27, 1967, retreated from his earlier insistence that he would stop the bombing only in return for negotiations and from his demand that North Vietnam cease its infiltration of South Vietnam.

But Hanoi already was planning an offensive and uprising in the south. The plan went against China’s preference for a long-term, low-level guerrilla war, but the North Vietnamese succeeded in winning supplementary military aid and a declaration of support from Moscow. Historian Ilya V. Gaiduk writes that “for the first time since the start of full-scale Soviet assistance to Hanoi, [a communiqué] even specified what kind of military assistance was being provided. . . . Such an open declaration of all-out support was unprecedented for Moscow in its relations with allies and proxies.”23

On January 30, 1968, during the lunar new year, Tet, the Viet Cong launched a wave of assaults and raids throughout South Vietnam, attacking the presidential palace and the headquarters of the South Vietnamese general staff in Saigon itself. The U.S. forces and their South Vietnamese allies rallied and decimated the insurgents. In the city of Hue, the communists were defeated only after three weeks of devastating violence. After the fall of Hue, the bodies of almost three thousand South Vietnamese civilians, tortured and executed by the Viet Cong, were found in mass graves.

The failure of the Tet offensive was a devastating military setback for the communists. Nevertheless, the Tet offensive was perceived as a defeat for the United States. One reason was the sensationalism of western journalists, who gave the American public a misleading impression of the power and popularity of the Viet Cong. But a more important reason was the fact that General Westmoreland’s optimistic reports from South Vietnam had been discredited. The war was winnable—but it was far from being won at a cost acceptable to the American public.

Forfeiting Indochina

The Tet offensive produced political turmoil in the United States. Senator Eugene McCarthy, a critic of the war, almost defeated President Johnson in a Democratic presidential primary on March 12 in New Hampshire. Also in March 1968, Clark Clifford, long skeptical about the war, replaced Robert McNamara as Secretary of Defense, and General Westmoreland was reassigned as Army chief of staff. On March 31, after being advised by the “Wise Men”—a group of elder statesmen including former Secretary of State Dean Acheson—that the war had to be wound down, Johnson stated that he would not run for reelection and announced a bombing pause. On May 10, peace talks began in Paris. In the fall, American voters—weary of the war, but disgusted with the anti-Americanism of antiwar radicals like those who provoked a police riot at the 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago—elected Richard Nixon to the presidency. (The Soviet leadership, fearing this outcome, had advised the North Vietnamese that it was in their interest to help Hubert Humphrey’s election by making it appear that peace was near.)24

On assuming office, Nixon began his arduous search for “peace with honor” in Indochina. His strategy combined military pressure on Hanoi with efforts to encourage Moscow and Beijing to distance themselves from their client.

Two months after entering the White House, Nixon ordered the bombing of communist sanctuaries in Cambodia. Prince Sihanouk approved, on the condition that it be secret and that the populous areas of Cambodia would not be affected. In 1970, Sihanouk was overthrown, and the new, pro-American regime of General Lon Nol ordered the North Vietnamese occupiers to leave the country. Nixon took advantage of this opportunity by ordering a two-month American incursion into Cambodia to search for the headquarters of the communist effort in South Vietnam and to spread the North Vietnamese army thin. The North Vietnamese responded by occupying much of Cambodia and by helping Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge fight the forces of Lon Nol.

Nixon’s bombing campaign in Cambodia and South Vietnam covered the withdrawal of U.S. troops and the “Vietnamization” of the war. By the end of 1970, 280,000 U.S. troops had gone; there were only 140,000 left at the end of 1971. Morale declined among U.S. soldiers, none of whom wanted to be the last casualty. At the same time, Vietnamization was proven to be of dubious value in February 1971, when the South Vietnamese army failed in an effort to cut off the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos.

Congress, which had hesitated to challenge presidents Johnson and Nixon while troops were in the field, became bolder in legislating restrictions as troop totals diminished. On January 12, 1971, Congress repealed the Southeast Asia Resolution; on the same day President Nixon signed the Cooper-Church Amendment, which banned the use of U.S. ground forces in Cambodia. A growing number of moderate “owls,” alarmed by the costs of the Vietnam War both to other U.S. military commitments and to the economy, joined antiwar “doves” in favoring a rapid American extrication from Indochina.

The Nixon administration tried to balance Vietnamization with an attempt to exploit divisions among Hanoi’s patrons in Moscow and Beijing. The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, which had produced hardly any response by the West, was interpreted by Mao as a reassertion of Moscow’s authority throughout the communist bloc. In September 1971, following several years of Sino-Soviet war scares, Mao’s designated heir, Lin Piao, died in a mysterious jet crash as he attempted to flee to the Soviet Union after allegedly conspiring with the Chinese military to overthrow Mao.

These developments made possible Nixon’s dramatic opening to China and trip to Beijing in February 1972. The Sino-American rapprochement, however, did not inspire China to end its support for North Vietnam. Nixon’s courtship of the Soviet leadership also failed to produce results in the Indochina theater. Indeed, in October 1971, the Soviet Union, fearing Sino-American collusion, sent Nikolai Podgorny to Hanoi, where he proposed an alliance of the Soviet Union and North Vietnam against China. In the spring of 1972, Moscow increased its military aid, sending T-54 tanks and long-range artillery among other arms to North Vietnam via the port of Haiphong. A few months later, Soviet arms deliveries reached their second highest point during the war (the earlier peak was in 1967).25

Thus encouraged and armed by Moscow, North Vietnam launched its Easter offensive, capturing the South Vietnamese provincial capital of Quang Tri and menacing other key regions. Nixon thwarted the invasion by means of Operation Linebacker, the first U.S. bombing campaign against North Vietnam since Johnson had suspended bombing in 1968. Nixon’s adroit diplomacy had ensured that China’s response would be muted and that a summit between Nixon and Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev would proceed.

In October 1972, National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger and Le Duc Tho, leader of the North Vietnamese delegation at the Paris peace talks, reached a preliminary agreement. Although Kissinger had announced that peace was at hand, President Thieu in Saigon balked, and the North Vietnamese suspended the talks. Nixon unleashed eleven days of intense bombing of North Vietnam, which brought the North Vietnamese back to the table, but permitted Nixon’s leftist and liberal opponents in the American press and Congress to portray him as a war criminal. On January 27, 1973, the peace agreement ending the war was signed in Paris.
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