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INTRODUCTION: AMERICA IN 1965


In 1965, the United States of America was widely regarded as the most powerful and prosperous nation on earth. As the undisputed leader of the “Free World,” the country was in the forefront of expanding the boundaries of democracy and liberty abroad. Its military power was the major bulwark against communist expansionism in Europe and Asia. The US economy, along with Americans’ increasingly consumer-driven way of life, was the envy of much of the rest of the world. Indeed, the American economy that year set new records in terms of gross national product, total sales of goods, numbers of people employed, and total income. The inflation rate rose slightly to a very manageable 1.59 percent. A loaf of bread cost twenty-one cents, gasoline was thirty cents a gallon, and the average home cost $13,500—only a bit more than twice the average yearly income of $6,400.

Millions of the nation’s World War II veterans and their families had already escaped the congested cities for the crabgrass frontier, the suburbs, where they lived lives of material abundance that would have astonished their parents. Millions more Americans planned to do the same, and soon. High school graduates in America were flooding into four-year colleges in unprecedented numbers, and a rising percentage of those students were women.

In 1965, there were 194 million Americans. The big movies of the year were The Sound of Music, a heartwarming story about a real-life children’s singing group and their governess in Austria just before World War II, and Thunderball, a spy movie about stolen atomic bombs starring Sean Connery as the suave British secret agent James Bond. Teenagers in America were nuts about two new arrivals on department store shelves: Super Balls and skateboards. Young men were beginning to wear their hair longer than their parents liked. The latest women’s fashion craze was the miniskirt, a welcome development in the eyes of straight young men.

The American people, it’s fair to say, were by and large an optimistic and confident bunch. Their republic had been tested in the annealing fires of a civil war, two world wars, a devastating depression, and most recently by the assassination of a beloved president and war hero, John F. Kennedy. The country, in short, seemed by almost any measure to be at the forefront of history. There were challenges ahead, to be sure, but the future looked bright.

That wise and judicious Puritan, Governor John Winthrop of Massachusetts, where John Kennedy had grown up, had spoken of America as early as 1630 as a “city upon a hill,” a beacon of hope and light to the troubled souls of the Old World. The idea that America was somehow different, closer to God’s vision of what a human society should look like than any other nation, still held firm. The notion that America was special in the eyes of God, and the eyes of ordinary human beings as well, undergirded the efforts of President Lyndon Baines Johnson’s ambitious program of legislation called “the Great Society.” The purpose of the program, to put it simply, was to close the gap between American ideals and the realities of American life as it was lived among the poor and disadvantaged by granting them access to better housing, jobs, health care, and schooling.

Yet beneath all the optimism and the prosperity, there were unmistakable signs of racial and social turbulence, and revolutionary change. The most important and obvious struggle grew out of Black Americans’ concerted effort to obtain voting rights, equal justice under law, and access to the American dream. The effort to strip away the legal basis of segregation in the South, and integrate Blacks into a largely white society was enthusiastically embraced by an increasingly influential bastion of liberal democratic reformers—clergy, academics, students, and politicians. But millions of ordinary Americans—in the North as well as the South—saw such radical change as a threat to their own notions of propriety and good social order. They resisted change, often strenuously. Violence, often shockingly brutal violence inflicted by police as well as civilians against nonviolent protesters, was increasingly common at civil rights demonstrations. The understandable rage of the Black community in the face of this resistance manifested itself in many ways. The Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. continued to preach nonviolence to his legions of followers. Not everyone was so patient. In August, in the Black section of Los Angeles, Watts, violence and chaos reigned for five days of riots. After it was all over, thirty-four people had been killed and $40 million worth of property destroyed.

Amid all this racial tension, there were subtle signs of an emerging “counterculture” on college campuses and in urban areas, where mostly white, middle-class students were drawn to the work of antiestablishment writers like the beat poets and novelists Ken Kesey and Jack Kerouac. These artists expressed an interest in Eastern mysticism, spiritual spontaneity, and unconventional lifestyles. Young people were drawn as well to rock and roll musicians like Elvis Presley, the Beatles, and the Rolling Stones, and to experimenting with pot and other drugs. These young Americans were increasingly critical of the complacency and materialism of mainstream consumer culture. They wanted something different, something better, something more fulfilling, though they were not yet sure exactly what it was.

As 1965 began, President Johnson and his chief advisers were increasingly preoccupied with a foreign policy crisis in a relatively small and obscure Southeast Asian nation, adjacent to the People’s Republic of China. It was called Vietnam. Few Americans could have found Vietnam on a world map in early 1965, but Washington had committed itself a decade earlier to preventing a powerful communist insurgency in South Vietnam from crushing the beleaguered pro-American administration in Saigon, and uniting South Vietnam with North Vietnam under a single communist-led government.

By the end of February 1965, Lyndon Johnson had decided the only way to preserve South Vietnam’s independence was to commit United States ground forces to fight against the insurgency in the South, and to conduct an air war against the North Vietnamese, who both supported and directed that insurgency. Johnson’s was one of the most fateful decisions in the entire history of America, with immense implications for the future of the country, and for its vision of itself. Only six weeks after the first American ground troops arrived in Vietnam, more than twenty thousand Americans, mostly college students, gathered together for “The March on Washington to End the War in Vietnam.” It was the largest antiwar demonstration in American history up until that time. There would soon be other, larger protests, as well as a veritable torrent of criticism over the Johnson administration’s policies and strategies in Southeast Asia from a wide range of foreign and military policy experts. Within two years, America would find itself swept up in the vortex of a social revolution, and the Vietnam War would be at the heart of it all.

A Brief Note to the Reader

After well over a year of conducting research for a book on the Vietnam War full-time, I came to two conclusions, more or less simultaneously. The first was that a detailed exploration of the crucial decisions, strategies, and politico-military campaigns at the beginning of the American war—from late 1964 through to the early days of 1966—would reveal in a powerful way the peculiar dynamics and pathologies of the entire war, and thus illuminate one of the most amazing events in twentieth-century history: the defeat of a superpower with the world’s most capable military by a revolutionary communist movement that mobilized large segments of the Vietnamese peasantry behind its cause.

The second conclusion was that the rolling barrage of events and forces at work in the war during this relatively brief time frame would best be explored not through a single, straightforward chronological narrative, but by dividing the story into three parts. Accordingly, Part I of Year of the Hawk focuses intensively on the crucial historical background and the “big picture” decisions and strategies developed by the adversaries from late 1964 until the end of July 1965, by which point North Vietnam and the United States had fully committed themselves to going to war with their own regular armies. The second part of the book explores the ramifications of those decisions and strategies in the key theaters of the conflict: on the ground, in the air, and in the realm of politics, on both the American and Vietnamese home fronts. Part III offers an assessment and some reflections on the meaning of the story told in Parts I and II.






PROLOGUE STRANGE LANDING, STRANGE WAR


0600 hours, March 8, 1965. Four thousand yards off the coast of the city of Danang, Republic of Vietnam

Suddenly, American marines and sailors of Amphibious Task Force 76 heard the harsh bark of an order they had been eagerly awaiting for days as they crisscrossed the South China Sea: “Land the landing force!”

Sailors scurried to their battle stations. Amphibious boat coxswains scrambled down into the well decks to man their landing craft. Feeling both anticipation and dread, marines in full combat gear lined up at their assigned positions to board the craft that would take them ashore. At long last, they were going to war….

Well, not quite. The weather was sullen, overcast, and drizzling. The sea was angry. Eight-foot swells stalled the landing for well over an hour.

Around 0830, the sea swells calmed, and the 3rd Battalion of the 9th Marines—the vanguard of the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade under Brigadier General Frederick Karch—began to motor toward the beach in four discrete waves of amphibious tractors and landing craft from their starting point, or line of departure, several thousand yards offshore. At 0902, the first wave of olive drab–clad infantrymen reached the shoreline without incident; by 0918, all four waves of combat-ready marines were ashore in good order. The unit’s tanks and artillery soon crossed the beach as well.

The first American ground troops had arrived in Vietnam, but they were hardly the first Americans to join the fight against a powerful insurgency in that country. US military advisers had deployed to the jewel in the crown of France’s empire, Vietnam, in 1950. Their mission was to help the French and their Vietnamese allies fight against the forces of an independence movement led by the Communist Party of Vietnam, known as the Vietminh. Much to the shock of the entire Western world, the French had lost their war in 1954, and the communists had established dominion over all of Vietnam north of the 17th parallel, more or less bisecting the narrow, S-shaped country in half, and setting up their government in the French-built city of Hanoi.

This victory was an extraordinary accomplishment: for the first time in modern history a small, underdeveloped agricultural nation had defeated its erstwhile colonial master. Now, in March 1965, the Americans were trying to prevent the communists from extending their domain over all of Vietnam south of the 17th parallel, which meant, of course, defending another great French-designed city, Saigon, as well as the rich and fertile Mekong Delta.

United States Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV for short), the top American military headquarters in the country, estimated that six thousand communist guerrillas were within striking distance of Red Beach, where the marines had come ashore. Yet not a single rifle or mortar round greeted America’s sea soldiers. But the mayor of Danang, South Vietnam’s second-largest city, was there to welcome the marines with a short, upbeat speech. So was “the Warlord of the North,” General Nguyen Thanh Thi, a tough, no-nonsense soldier who had fought the Vietminh with the French and now commanded all South Vietnamese forces in the five provinces that comprised the Republic of Vietnam’s northernmost military region.

Dozens of university students in a carefree mood were also on hand, much to the surprise of the Americans. A cluster of smiling young women approached General Karch and his command group and presented them with bright leis of local flowers. Karch had received a very different reception twenty years earlier, when he had landed on a tiny spit of volcanic rock in the western Pacific called Iwo Jima. So far, Vietnam was a strange war. It would soon get much stranger.

After these pleasantries, 3/9’s marines formed up into platoons and companies on the beach for the motor march to the bustling Danang Air Base a few miles to the southeast. There, American and South Vietnamese fighter-bombers were already actively engaged in operations against communist North Vietnam (aka the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, or the DRV) and the powerful insurgency it supported in the South, bent on seizing control of South Vietnam before US forces could arrive in strength.

Around 0945, the motorized column carrying 3/9 began the short trek to the airbase. Vietnamese children lined the road, holding up signs in English and Vietnamese welcoming the Americans. That afternoon, leading elements of a second battalion of the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade (MEB), the 1st Battalion of the 3rd Marine Regiment, flew into the airbase at Danang. A few VC rifle rounds found their mark, penetrating the wing of one of the C-130 transports just before it touched ground. Otherwise the landing was uneventful.

Much to their chagrin, the marines had not been sent to Vietnam to take the fight to the enemy. The Joint Chiefs of Staff’s landing order made that abundantly clear: “The U.S. Marine Force will not, repeat not, engage in day-to-day actions against the Viet Cong.”1 That mission, for the time being anyway, remained in the hands of General Thi’s forces. Neither General William C. Westmoreland, MACV commander, nor President Johnson was prepared to commit American combat troops to offensive operations in Southeast Asia. Not yet, at least. The political and strategic implications of that decision would be enormous, for once US combat forces were in the thick of the fighting, there could be no going back. Key decision makers in Washington fully expected that American combat forces would soon be conducting such operations, but they were determined to hide their thinking from both Congress and the American people. Johnson feared that the country would not support his ambitious “Great Society” domestic reform program if the country entered a major ground war, so he presented the landing of the marines not as the first step in a new American war, but as a temporary measure to help the South Vietnamese. Technically, America was still “assisting” in the fighting.

The marines’ mission was to defend the Danang Air Base, full stop. Westmoreland had every reason to believe it might well come under a major Vietcong attack. A month earlier, a daring Vietcong raid on the American airbase at Pleiku in the Central Highlands had killed nine Americans, wounded a hundred others, and damaged or destroyed more than twenty aircraft. In Saigon, political intrigue and chaos reigned, as various factions, political and military, Buddhist and Catholic, vied for power and influence. The capital was roiling in such disarray and intrigue that some observers questioned whether anyone was truly running the government. No one, not even the American ambassador in Saigon, General Maxwell Taylor, was really sure who was in charge, so prevalent were coups and internal government reshuffles. The Vietcong had stepped up the number and intensity of their attacks across the country. At the same time, the communists’ political operatives, called cadres, were enjoying unprecedented success in extending their shadow government—the highly resilient political infrastructure of the National Liberation Front (NLF)—across large swaths of the countryside. The Front was the successor organization to the Vietminh front that had defeated the French. It controlled both the political and military forces of the insurgency in South Vietnam.

Thus, fatalism, a sense of resignation, had begun to take hold within the political and military elite of South Vietnam. LBJ’s senior national security adviser, a brilliant former Harvard dean named McGeorge Bundy, had toured Vietnam in early February on a special fact-finding mission, and reported back to the president: “The situation is deteriorating, and without new U.S. action, defeat appears inevitable…. There is still time, but not much.”2






PART I BACKSTORY, CRUCIAL DECISIONS, AND STRATEGIES







CHAPTER 1 VIETNAM’S STRUGGLE AGAINST FRENCH COLONIALISM


World War II dealt a fatal blow to European colonialism by awakening passionate yearnings among the peoples of Asia and Africa to shape their own destinies, free from foreign domination. Americans and their allies envisaged the war against the Axis powers as a titanic struggle of freedom and light against the forces of oppression and darkness. By signing the Atlantic Charter in 1941, Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill committed their nations to shaping a postwar world according to the principles of self-determination, the rule of law, and respect for human rights. All peoples of the world, the charter declared, had a right to govern their own affairs free from outside interference. The implicit message was that European empires would be dismantled after the war, yet it was nonetheless widely believed in the West that the path to independence in each colony should be a deliberate one, guided by the helping hand of the colonial power.

In the immediate aftermath of World War II, however, the colonial powers showed considerable reluctance to relinquish their control over countries they had long exploited for natural resources, cheap labor, and trade. British, Dutch, and French efforts to retain control of their imperial possessions were bound to clash with the rising political expectations of the colonized peoples. They clashed dramatically in the ancient Indo-Chinese nation of Vietnam, which had been colonized by France in the second half of the nineteenth century. French statesmen took the view that the restoration of their Indochina empire was necessary to restore French honor after its humiliating defeat at the hands of the Germans, and entirely appropriate, given France’s status as both a great civilization and a world power. Vietnam was the epicenter of a French empire that comprised a significant portion of North Africa and all of Indochina—Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam.

Politically active Vietnamese thought otherwise. By 1945, a political front organization led by a visionary nationalist who adopted the name Ho Chi Minh—“He Who Enlightens” in Vietnamese—had successfully mobilized several million people in a quest to challenge France’s inevitable effort to reassert dominance over the entire country as soon as its Japanese occupiers surrendered to the Allies. The struggle between France, the colonial masters of all of Vietnam since the 1880s, and the Vietnamese nationalists turned out to be extraordinarily complex, protracted, and violent. The First Indochina War, known as the Anti-French Resistance War by the Vietnamese, was fought between 1946 and 1954. It resulted in the partition of Vietnam into a communist state north of the 17th parallel, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam governed by Ho Chi Minh’s political front, and a pro-Western South Vietnam, the Republic of Vietnam. Well before the First Indochina War ended, the conflict developed serious Cold War ramifications, leading slowly but surely to America’s war in Indochina in the 1960s and early 1970s.

Vietnam, and the Vietnamese

Vietnam is one of the oldest nations on earth. Its people have a long and tumultuous history of resistance to foreign domination. Anthropologists tell us that the Viets, a people of Mongolian origin, first settled in the “cradle of Vietnamese civilization,” the Red River Valley, sometime around 700 BCE. Recorded Vietnamese history begins in 208 BCE, when Trieu Da, a rebel Chinese general, established an independent kingdom that stretched from the mountains of contemporary northern Vietnam down to the contemporary city of Danang. It was called Dai Viet.

In 111 BCE, China conquered Dai Viet, and the Chinese ruled over the Vietnamese for almost a thousand years, introducing them to the plow, rice cultivation, and draft animals, as well as Confucian ideas of enlightened government and social ethics. The Viets adapted the Chinese language for official purposes, and Chinese remained the idiom for the Vietnamese ruling and administrative class up through the nineteenth century. The ethnically distinct Vietnamese adopted many Chinese institutions and ideas as their own, but they proved stubbornly resistant to assimilation. The family and the village have always been the main social institutions of the Vietnamese. Rural Vietnamese people have an ancient tradition of running their own local affairs—a tradition borne out in the well-known saying that “the emperor’s rule halts at the village gate.” During the time of China’s rule, the Vietnamese developed a unique spiritual identity, a richly textured blend of indigenous ancestor worship, Buddhism, which came to Vietnam in the fifth century via Silk Road traders, and Confucianism. Nearly a thousand years of Chinese domination sharpened their sense of being a distinct people with their own history, culture, and set of myths.

The Trung sisters, two of Vietnam’s most revered patriots, led the first of many revolts against Chinese authority, vanquishing their conquerors in 40 CE, and briefly establishing an independent kingdom under their rule. When the Trungs were defeated by another Chinese army just three years later, they committed suicide rather than submit once again to domination by their powerful neighbors to the north. Many other insurrections followed. “Resistance broke out often when the Chinese court pursued assimilationist policies or tried to impose direct rule instead of remembering the advantages of accommodation, flexibility, and indirect rule,” writes Christopher Goscha, a leading historian of the Vietnamese people.1

Finally, in 939 CE, the Vietnamese won back their independence by luring a Chinese fleet into a river laden with iron-tipped spikes, destroying or stranding most of the ships. Over the next millennia, the Vietnamese were divided into several polities ruled by regional warlords. The warlord families vied to extend their power over one another, but nonetheless managed to unite their forces to fend off yet another series of Chinese incursions, as well as no less than three invasions by the Mongol Kublai Khan’s armies in the thirteenth century.

In 1406, Ming dynasty armies, the most powerful in Asia, briefly reestablished Chinese hegemony over the Vietnamese. Emperor Le Loi, another legendary hero who looms large in the Vietnamese past, forged the guerrilla forces of a coterie of warlords into a powerful army and drove the Chinese out of Vietnam in 1427, this time for good, but the Vietnamese borrowed the Ming dynasty’s highly efficient system of government administration, as well as its military organization and technology, to build a more formidable Vietnamese state.

Given the Vietnamese people’s resistance to the Chinese and the Mongols across more than one thousand years, it is hardly surprising that war occupies a crucial place in their collective consciousness today, as it has for centuries. The Vietnamese think of themselves as an indomitable people, who again and again have employed guile, patience, and guerrilla warfare to defeat enemies much more powerful than themselves. Having defeated the forces of no less than four empires—the Chinese, the Mongols, the French, and the Americans—they have good reason to think so. Not for nothing have the Vietnamese been called the “Prussians of Southeast Asia.”

By 1800, Vietnam had developed into one of the most dynamic societies in all of Asia. The Vietnamese people had completed their “Great March South”—the Vietnamese version of America’s manifest destiny—pushing down into the narrow neck of land south of the Red River Delta, along the South China Sea, and then into the Mekong Delta as far south as the Ca Mau Peninsula, conquering the ancient kingdoms of Champa and Angkor. In 1802, Vietnam was at last unified into one polity by Emperor Gia Long of the Nguyen dynasty, and its territory for the first time took on the S-like shape the country possesses today.

But even a unified Vietnam in the nineteenth century was no match for an industrialized Western power like France, bent on expanding its imperial presence in both Asia and Africa. Religion and commerce went hand in hand, as they so often did in the age of European colonization. The French established a Catholic diocese on the central coast of Vietnam in 1846, and began an energetic program of missionary work. When the local population rejected Catholicism and began to persecute priests and converts, the French launched a methodical but ruthless campaign of conquest under the guise of “civilizing and Christianizing” the locals. It was called mission civilisatrice.

Gradually, France established control over Vietnam’s three geographical regions of Cochinchina, including the highly populated, fertile Mekong Delta in the south; Annam in the narrow center; and Tonkin, including the bustling Red River Delta, in the north. By 1880, with the help of a small class of wealthy Vietnamese landowners, France ruled over all of Vietnam with an iron hand, stripping the country of rubber, tin, and rice for the benefit of the mother country.

The French might have governed Vietnam indirectly, working through Vietnamese people and institutions, as the British would do in India. Instead, they imposed direct rule of the harshest sort. Workers on large rubber plantations and in coal mines lived in wretched conditions as virtual slaves, and were paid a pittance. Peasants were stripped of their land and forced to pay as much as 60 percent of their crops as rent. While rice production quadrupled between 1880 and 1930, per capita consumption among the peasantry declined precipitously. A British visitor to Vietnam remarked that the French in Indochina adopted an attitude toward the natives “identical with that of any of the old slave-owning aristocracies. It is one of utter contempt, without which effective exploitation would probably be impossible.”2

The Vietnamese stubbornly resisted. As early as 1862, the French commander of Cochinchina reported, “We have enormous difficulties in enforcing our authority…. Rebel bands disturb the country everywhere. They appear from nowhere in large numbers, destroy everything and then disappear into nowhere.”3

Eighty percent of Vietnamese had some degree of literacy before French colonization; by 1939 only 15 percent of the country’s children were in school at all. The Vietnamese intelligentsia, most of whom had attended French schools designed primarily to educate the children of the French civil service, were deeply frustrated by their lack of opportunity for advancement. Political expression by Vietnamese was for all intents and purposes banned.

Vietnamese Nationalism, Ho Chi Minh, and World War II

The Imperial Court at Hue, seat of the Vietnamese emperor, was divided as to how to respond to French repression and domination. Some officials favored heading to the hills to conduct a guerrilla warfare campaign. Others thought it best to try to work within the French system to implement political and economic reform. Little progress was made in the first two decades of the twentieth century, in part because Vietnamese reformers couldn’t agree on an avenue of approach to the problem.

In the 1930s, many disgruntled members of the small, educated class of Vietnamese became radicalized, joining underground independence movements. These groups disagreed on many things, but they were united in the belief that the “reform from within” approach was an exercise in futility. The most successful of the nationalist organizations was the Indochinese Communist Party, which was founded in 1930. The French secret police in Vietnam, the Sûreté, devoted a great deal of effort to getting intelligence on the group’s members and repressing its activities because it clearly posed the greatest threat to the status quo. The party staged several rebellions and demonstrations, all of which were put down with brute force. Each incident of repression only inspired greater resistance. Political prisoners filled the jails, with no recourse to justice.

World War II broke out in 1939. After France surrendered to Germany in June 1940, the Japanese established control over most of Southeast Asia, including Vietnam. This development, in and of itself, challenged long-accepted ideas of European superiority and delegitimized France’s position within Vietnam in the eyes of most of the population. Despite their slogan of “Asia for the Asians,” the Japanese were utterly indifferent to the Vietnamese’s desire for independence. While they occupied the urban centers and plundered the country’s natural resources for their war effort, they were content to let a weak and demoralized Vichy French administration maintain law and order in the countryside—or attempt to do so.

Using highly effective communist mobilization and organizational techniques, Ho Chi Minh and a coterie of his followers established a broad political front movement of various parties and social associations, in a cave near the village of Pac Bo, deep in the mountains of northern Vietnam, in May 1941. It was called Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh Hoi—the League for the Independence of Vietnam, or Vietminh, for short. Ho’s objective was to gather up as many different nationalist groups and parties as possible under clandestine communist leadership, mobilize and politicize the peasantry that constituted about 90 percent of Vietnam’s population, and wrest the nation from its Japanese and French occupiers.

The Vietminh proved to be as resilient and effective as any nationalist movement in the colonized world at that time. The striking success of the organization in establishing itself as the leading voice of Vietnamese nationalism was due in large part to the extraordinary charisma and political savvy of Uncle Ho, as he was called affectionately by a steadily mushrooming number of adherents. Ho correctly anticipated the trajectory of the world war in Asia, and developed with the help of his chief lieutenants, Vo Nguyen Giap and Truong Chinh, an ingenious politico-military strategy to take advantage of rapidly changing circumstances. Today, Ho Chi Minh is widely regarded as one of the towering political figures in twentieth-century history.

Just who was this man?

He was born Nguyen Tat Thanh in 1890 and grew up in Nghe An Province in north-central Vietnam, long a hotbed of resistance to French rule. The son of a poor Confucian scholar, Ho immersed himself in the classical Chinese texts with the intention of joining the civil service. After studying for two years at the prestigious Quoc Hoc school at Hue, he was expelled for lending support to peasant demonstrations against high taxes and forced labor. Before he was twenty, Ho had found his calling as a political organizer and patriot, with an unyielding commitment to liberating his country from the shackles of French oppression.

Between 1911 and 1941, Ho lived in exile from his country, wandering the world. He ventured by turns to Paris, London, Brooklyn, Moscow, and several cities in China, supporting himself as a laborer, pastry chef, photo retoucher, and, finally, as a highly successful agent of communist revolution. All the while, he deepened his knowledge of radical anticolonial politics and built up a vast network of contacts among Vietnamese expatriates, as well as prominent socialists and communists in Asia and Europe. He also read deeply in French and American history, and learned a great deal about democratic ideals and politics. After founding an association of Vietnamese nationalists in Paris, the first of perhaps a dozen organizations he was to found and deftly manipulate to achieve his own ends, he presented a petition to the Allies at Versailles in 1919, calling for self-determination for the Vietnamese people. The great powers ignored the petition, but he became a hero to Asian patriots of many stripes for his passionate commitment to liberation movements in colonial societies.

In the summer of 1920, Ho had an epiphany while reading Lenin’s “Theses on the National and Colonial Questions” in his Paris apartment. Lenin argued that, contrary to traditional Marxism, capitalist-imperialist power in agrarian nations could only be overthrown by organizing and educating the peasantry, and linking their struggle with that of the worldwide proletariat. “What emotion, enthusiasm, clear-sightedness and confidence this pamphlet instilled in me!” he recalled years afterward. “I was overjoyed to tears. Though sitting alone in my room, I shouted aloud as if addressing a large crowd: ‘Dear martyrs, compatriots! This is what we need! This is the path to liberation!’ ”4

After attending a school for revolutionaries in Moscow, Ho was involved in various kinds of organizing for the Party. He helped found the Indochinese Communist Party in 1930, and went on to organize and train a group of patriotic Vietnamese exiles in Canton, China. Ho was imprisoned briefly by both the British in Hong Kong and the Chinese for subversive political activities. Despite Ho’s physical absence from his country, he remained a pivotal figure in the ICP leadership throughout the decade.

Not long after the Japanese seized control over Vietnam in 1940, Ho crossed from China into northern Vietnam for the first time in thirty years and founded the Vietminh. Now fifty years old, Ho seamlessly integrated communist political and organizational doctrine with his own brand of nationalism and revolutionary ethics, drawing on the Confucian values of thrift, modesty, patience, respect for learning, and discipline. Ho’s asceticism contrasted sharply with the arrogance and corruption that swirled around the French colonial administration. While rival Vietnamese nationalist leaders quarreled constantly over platforms and minute questions of ideology and method, Ho displayed a rare gift for mediating conflicts within his own party, and for establishing temporary alliances with rivals to accomplish short-term Vietminh goals.

Alone among Vietnamese nationalist parties, the Vietminh recognized the latent power of the peasantry, and sought to marshal that strength in the fight for independence. Ho has often been described as an organizational genius by serious students of history for a good reason. He was. Ho had an almost mystical ability to instill confidence and commitment in others. One revolutionary who met Ho before World War II spoke for many when he remarked that this wisp of a man possessed an “imperturbable dignity that enveloped him as though it were a garment. He conveyed a sense of inner strength and generosity of spirit that impacted upon me with the force of a blow.”5

Although Ho Chi Minh was a Moscow-trained revolutionary, he was no rigid ideologue. In a long career as revolutionary statesman, he exhibited remarkable pragmatism and flexibility. Quite a number of hard-core communists in the Soviet Union and China suspected the Vietnamese revolutionary was a nationalist first and a communist second. Today, this is a view widely shared among Western historians and biographers. One of the many tragedies of the American war in Southeast Asia is that American Cold War statesmen, with very few exceptions, thought Ho and his Vietnamese revolution were ultimately under the control of the Chinese, the Russians, or both. Ho proved ready and willing to work cooperatively with powers hostile to communism, including France and the United States, to achieve his dream of Vietnamese independence. “Ho’s desire to unify all Vietnamese patriots into one movement,” writes historian Sophie Quinn-Judge, “was far stronger than his attachment to Communist dogma; he preferred peaceful political transformation to revolutionary violence.”6

This frail-looking, modest man with bright, piercing eyes was invariably kitted out in a plain khaki uniform and sandals. He loved to talk to ordinary Vietnamese people, especially children. His air of gentleness and good humor was an indispensable asset to the independence movement. It won millions of followers in Vietnam, and millions of sympathizers in the world at large. But Uncle Ho’s gentle personal demeanor belied his utter ruthlessness when it came to achieving the revolution’s political and military objectives. Like his close lieutenants, Ho was more than willing to sacrifice the lives of millions of his countrymen for the great cause. He also condoned widespread torture and assassination in the pursuit of revolutionary objectives, but never explicitly. Giap, the commander in chief of the Vietminh’s army, was much more direct and candid when it came to the use of revolutionary violence. “Every minute, hundreds of thousands of people die upon this earth,” he said. “The life or death of a hundred, a thousand, tens of thousands of human beings, even our compatriots, means little.”7

During the Japanese occupation, from 1940 to 1945, the power vacuum in the countryside presented the Vietminh with a golden opportunity to build a revolutionary political infrastructure among the peasantry, and a guerrilla army to defend and expand the shadow political apparatus. In May 1945, American agents serving with the OSS arrived at Ho’s base camp deep in a cave near Pac Bo, just two miles from the Chinese border. They agreed to exchange small arms and ammunition for intelligence on Japanese forces and downed American flyers. Ho would cleverly exploit this informal “alliance” with the powerful Americans to recruit numerous guerrilla bands and rival political operatives into the Vietminh in the crucial months ahead. Just days after the Japanese surrendered to the Allies in August 1945, the Vietminh army, a small but potent force of five thousand troops that General Giap had trained rigorously deep in the hinterlands of northern Vietnam, was able to seize power in Hanoi and in many district and provincial capitals.

This was the famous “August Revolution” still celebrated in Vietnam today. Before a jubilant crowd of tens of thousands in Hanoi’s Ba Dinh Square, Ho declared Vietnamese independence on September 2, 1945, quoting the opening lines in America’s Declaration of Independence in the process. A handful of American army officers joined Giap in the reviewing stand, and a Vietminh band even played “The Star-Spangled Banner.” It was a classic Ho maneuver. He was trying to lay a foundation for obtaining American support for the revolution he led. Ho also sought to mask the Vietminh’s commitment to world communism to the Americans, to other Vietnamese, and to the world at large. He stressed that the organization was first and foremost a vehicle for Vietnamese independence and “democratic” reforms, not communist revolution in its conventional meaning, and thus worthy of American support.

Postwar Friction with France, and the Intrusion of the Cold War

In October 1945, two months after the Japanese surrendered, a powerful French Expeditionary Force Corps (FEC) of twenty-five thousand troops landed in Saigon, determined to reassert French control over all of Indochina. The French governor-general, Georges Thierry d’Argenlieu, was a deeply conservative former priest who seemed to be living in an earlier century. He was disdainful of the Vietminh upstarts, and refused to recognize their authority. It soon became clear that the French were prepared to grant the Vietnamese a “modicum of self-government,” writes historian Fredrik Logevall, but only to a local “administration willing to cooperate with the French on French terms.”8 Independence in any truly meaningful sense of the term was not a live option.

Ho continued to look to the United States for support for months after the end of World War II, knowing that President Roosevelt, at least, had been determined to resist France’s return to power in Indochina on the grounds that French rule had left the people there in considerably worse shape than they had been before they were colonized. FDR had wanted Vietnam to be governed by an international trusteeship as it prepared for full independence.

But Roosevelt died in April 1945. His successor, Harry Truman, increasingly alarmed by the Soviets’ determination to dominate Eastern and Central Europe, needed France’s support for an American-led anti-Soviet alliance in Europe. So he did not challenge France’s plan to retain its Indochina colonies. Ho Chi Minh wrote several letters to Truman. Truman never wrote back, perhaps because, as Secretary of State George C. Marshall wrote, the United States at this critical early stage of the Cold War simply could not “afford to assume that Ho is anything but Moscow directed.”9

After a year of tortuous negotiations, power sharing, and several violent clashes between Vietminh and French forces, only one thing was clear: the Vietminh and the French had irreconcilable ideas about Vietnam’s future. Full-scale war broke out between the two adversaries in December 1946.

Although officially remaining neutral in the early years of the conflict between France and its colony, Washington did affirm France’s right to return to Vietnam, and even provided indirect military support to its war there. (The US provided military aid for France’s forces in Europe, but France redirected that aid to Indochina.)

The Vietminh’s Protracted War Strategy

The Vietminh leadership had thought long and hard about how a poor, agricultural country with a peasant army might fight and win a war against an industrialized, Western democracy like France. Ho and Giap opted to fight the war according to fellow communist Mao Zedong’s three-stage model of protracted warfare, albeit with certain refinements in light of local traditions and conditions, devised mainly by General Giap. In stage one, the Vietminh would be on the strategic defensive. Base areas would be built both as training grounds for a conventional army and sanctuaries for guerrilla forces; mobilization by thousands of political cadres would lay the groundwork for mass recruiting and the development of intelligence networks and a shadow government in the countryside. Meanwhile, guerrilla units could harass French installations and lines of communications.

In stage two, the equilibrium stage, the French would reach their peak military strength, and consolidate their hold on the cities and towns. Simultaneously, the Vietminh would gradually shift from the defensive to the offensive on both the political and military fronts. The communists would begin to deploy their regular army in conjunction with guerrilla operations against French columns and isolated garrisons in powerful hit-and-run attacks. The French people, deeply ambivalent about the war from the outset, would begin to lose heart as the struggle dragged on inconclusively.

In stage three, the “counteroffensive,” regular Vietminh divisions of ten thousand men would engage in conventional campaigns, while widespread guerrilla attacks forced the FEC to remain widely dispersed to defend government centers and military installations—and thus vulnerable to attack. By this point, after several years of intense political mobilization, the countryside would be largely under Vietminh control. The FEC would be demoralized. Ultimately, military setbacks and the political power of the masses in the countryside would force the French government to withdraw from Vietnam entirely. Ho, Giap, and the other senior Vietminh leaders were convinced that external factors, especially the growing strength of Mao’s army in China, the rise of anti-colonial sentiment worldwide, and the likely effect of prolonged warfare on the French public’s will to continue the fight, would determine the outcome of the conflict.

The First Indochina War

The grueling and bitter First Indochina War (1946–1954) followed the three-stage path envisaged by the communist revolutionaries, for the most part. For the first four years of the war, the conflict took the form of a low-intensity insurgency as the Vietminh concentrated on political mobilization of the villages, military training in the remote northern mountains, and small-unit guerrilla raids on remote French installations. Deep in the Viet Bac—the Vietminh forces’ primary base area centered on Cao Bang Province near the Chinese border—Giap built up a highly disciplined and spartan light infantry army of sixty thousand men in six divisions.

The Soviets’ acquisition of the atomic bomb in August 1949 and Mao’s ascent to power just two months later in China expanded and intensified the global Cold War, and internationalized the conflict in Vietnam. Taken together, these events “appeared to shift the global balance of power against the United States, and… created the impression that communism was on the move, and the West increasingly on the defensive.”10 Soon, an obscure, alcoholic senator from Wisconsin named Joe McCarthy was drumming up fears among the American people that communist agents in the US government had “lost” China, and that monolithic world communism was on the verge of vast conquests because of subversion from within, particularly within the US State Department. The Truman administration was “soft” on communism and infested with communist spies, said McCarthy. More catastrophic Cold War setbacks were just around the corner, unless America took drastic action, and fast. One result of McCarthyism was a purge of the State Department’s “old hands” on the Asian desk, leaving Washington perilously thin on expertise in matters relating to both China and Southeast Asia.

The Truman administration decided in March of 1950 to provide both military and economic aid to the French in their war against the Vietminh. Truman justified this support under the new American national security doctrine widely known as containment. The doctrine had gained an influential following within the government in 1946, as Stalin’s “iron curtain” descended on Eastern Europe. Its primary exponent was a brilliant Sovietologist in the State Department who wrote in clear, sculpted prose, George F. Kennan.

In the July 1947 issue of the leading international affairs journal, Foreign Affairs, Kennan traced the origins of the Soviet Union’s deep-seated insecurity and expansionism to Russia’s czarist history: the Russians had gradually taken over neighboring states in order to diminish opportunities for invasion by Western powers. Stalin could justify both his domestic repression and his domination of Eastern Europe as a necessary response to Western efforts to encircle the Soviet state. Security for Moscow came in the form of territorial expansion into Eastern Europe, and elsewhere. The Kremlin’s political action, he wrote, “is a fluid stream which moves constantly, wherever it is permitted to move, toward a given goal. Its main concern is that it has filled every nook and cranny available to it in the basin of world power.”11 Thus, American foreign policy should be centered on “the adroit and vigilant application of counter-force at a series of constantly shifting geographical and political points, corresponding to the shifts and maneuvers of Soviet policy.”12 The United States and its allies, said Kennan, must use whatever tools available—diplomatic, economic, military, spiritual—to contain the spread of communism in strategically important places around the globe.

The decision to back France’s war against the Vietminh with money and military advisers grew out of a sweeping reassessment of national security policy in light of recent communist advances. The new policy was encapsulated in National Security Council Memorandum 68, a top-secret policy document approved on April 7, 1950, by President Truman. NSC-68 significantly militarized American foreign policy. It called for tripling the defense budget and vast increases in aid to allies in order to meet the menacing challenge of communist expansion in Asia as well as Europe. The sense of foreboding and crisis that permeated the thinking of American policy makers at the time is evident in both the substance and tone of the memo: “The assault on free institutions is worldwide now… and a defeat for free institutions anywhere is a defeat everywhere.”13

Kennan had advocated the use of military means to contain communist expansion only in places where the United States had a vital interest. Vietnam, as Kennan saw it, did not fit the bill. In and of itself, Vietnam had no strategic importance, and taking a military stand there, he felt, might well constrict progress in coming to a workable modus operandi with the Soviet Union and China. Unfortunately, the Truman administration was caught up in the general sense of fear that gripped the entire nation, and Truman’s secretary of state, Dean Acheson, marginalized Kennan’s views within the State Department. George Kennan soon left government and went on to become one of the nation’s most articulate critics of a containment policy that he, more than anyone else, had devised.

Two months after NSC-68 was signed, another crisis emerged in the Cold War that would exert a strong influence on the way Truman and his successors dealt with Vietnam. On June 25, 1950, communist North Korea invaded South Korea with a powerful, heavily armored force, captured Seoul, and came within a hair’s breadth of driving the unprepared American and South Korean forces off the peninsula. The consensus in the West at the time was that Stalin had green-lighted the invasion. (He had not.) A UN task force led by General Douglas MacArthur, consisting primarily of the US 1st Marine Division, made an exceedingly risky amphibious landing behind the communist lines at Inchon in September, and crushed the North Koreans. It was one of the most dramatic reversals in the history of warfare. By early November, two UN armies pushed deep into North Korea toward China, one on each side of the Taebaek Mountains that formed the spine of the Korean peninsula. As the UN armies pushed north deeper and deeper into North Korea, three hundred thousand Chinese “volunteers” crossed the border with North Korea and attacked UN forces, sending them reeling back south. Hard fighting continued in Korea until July 1953, when an armistice restored the border between the two Koreas where it had been before the North Korean invasion.

By the time the Chinese joined the fray in Korea in November 1950, Beijing had been providing substantial military aid and advice to the Vietminh for several months. A Chinese Military Advisory Group consisting of some of the best officers in the People’s Liberation Army began to work with Giap to expand and modernize his army. Since Indonesia, Malaya, and Burma were also in the grips of communist-inspired insurgencies at that time, the idea took hold in American foreign policy circles that the Chinese were deeply committed to orchestrating communist revolutions in Asia whenever and wherever they could do so. This belief hardened in the age of McCarthyism, and lingered on as an unshakable article of faith for a great many influential people in the US foreign policy establishment through the mid-1960s. We now know that Chinese rhetoric was a great deal more militant than Chinese policy, but the American foreign policy establishment tended to believe the talk, in large measure because of the shock of the PRC’s entrance into the Korean War.

Giap Goes on the Offensive

Equipped with heavy weapons, motor transport, and thousands of tons of war matériel from Communist China, Giap went on the offensive against French forces. In the fall of 1950, his army wiped out several French columns along Route Coloniale 4, deep in northern Vietnam, and forced the evacuation of a string of French forts there. This spectacular and unexpected victory made worldwide headlines. As Bernard Fall, the leading Western authority on modern Vietnam at the time put it, “When the smoke cleared, the French had suffered their greatest colonial defeat since Montcalm at Quebec. They had lost 6,000 troops, 13 artillery pieces and 125 mortars, 450 trucks and three armored platoons, 940 machine guns… and more than 8,000 rifles. Their abandoned stocks alone sufficed for the equipment of a whole additional Viet-Minh division.”14 But the shift to stage three operations turned out to be premature, as the Vietminh were badly defeated in a series of conventional battles in 1951. So they simply reverted to stage two operations, and stepped up their (already extensive) indoctrination efforts of both the population and the army to rebuild strength and confidence.

In late 1952 and 1953, the Vietminh again took the offensive, this time against French forces in Laos, and against isolated French outposts outside the Red River Delta in Tonkin. Here Giap established himself as a master strategist and logistician, as the French were routed in the Battle of Hoa Binh, and unable to halt a Vietminh drive deep into Laos that threatened its capital. French morale in the field and at home plummeted, and growing numbers of politicians on the left of the political spectrum in Paris began to call for France to pull out of la sale guerre—the dirty war.

As the conflict entered its final year, Giap, who had learned his trade exclusively from books and in the bush, had shown audacity and flexibility, as well as a striking ability to control the momentum of a war France’s best generals had anticipated winning over the course of a year or two. In the fall of 1953, in the mountains of northwest Vietnam near a strategic road junction leading to both China and Laos, the French established a fortified airbase manned by fifteen thousand troops, including elite paratrooper and Foreign Legion units. The base was called Dien Bien Phu.

The FEC command hoped to lure Giap’s main force divisions into a set-piece battle there and, by destroying the bulk of his army with superior artillery and airpower, bring an end to the war. The senior leadership of the Vietminh decided to accept the challenge. By the time the last of Giap’s divisions had marched into the hills surrounding Dien Bien Phu in early March 1954, his army had completed one of the most impressive logistical accomplishments in the history of military logistics. It had positioned five divisions of infantry and more than 150 heavy artillery pieces in the mountains ringing the French fortress and cut off all roads leading to the valley. The French garrison would have to be resupplied and reinforced exclusively by air. Giap and his engineers had mobilized more than a hundred thousand peasants from the countryside, many of them women, to construct a vast logistical network from southern China to the main People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) bases in central Tonkin, and then on to the very edge of the valley of Dien Bien Phu. And they had done all this while under periodic bombardment by French airpower.

Giap’s weaponry included lethal 105 mm cannons, many of them captured from the United States by China during the Korean War, and came down from southern China via truck as far as Na Nham, six miles from the rim of the valley. Moving these four-thousand-pound guns from Na Nham to their casemates in the rocky hills surrounding the French base proved to be a feat of human endurance seldom rivaled in modern war. The guns had to be hauled over newly cut mountain trails. Vietminh officer Tran Do recalled that “on ascents, hundreds of men dragged the guns on long ropes, with a winch on the crest to prevent them from slipping. The descents were much tougher, the guns so much heavier, the tracks twisting and turning. Gun crews steered and chocked their pieces, while infantry manned the ropes and winches. It became the work of a whole torchlit night to move a gun five hundred or a thousand yards” by one-hundred-man teams using oxen, block and tackles, and ropes.15

From March 13 until May 7, the Vietminh conducted a relentless series of assaults on the French, inflicting—and taking—horrendous casualties in the process. One by one, the eight major strongpoints of the French fortress were obliterated. The monsoon rains came to the valley in April, flooding the dilapidated French tunnels and bunkers. The FEC was low on ammunition, fighting on half rations, and hanging on by a thread. The end came on May 7, when a Vietminh assault team overwhelmed the last French defenders, burst into the command bunker, and took the French commander prisoner. All resistance ceased. French casualties totaled 1,600 dead and 4,800 wounded. The Vietminh lost almost 8,000 killed and 15,000 wounded. Of the 8,000 FEC prisoners of war taken after the battle, fewer than half would return to France alive.


An American Dilemma and the Geneva Accords

Until the very last days of this terrible battle, Paris held out hope that the United States would intervene with massive airpower, perhaps even tactical nuclear weapons, to save France from a defeat that President Dwight D. Eisenhower well knew was likely to bring down the government in Paris and lead France to jettison its colonial empire in Indochina all of a piece. The United States, which had bankrolled France’s war against communism in Indochina to the tune of $2.5 billion between 1950 and 1954, found itself on the horns of a dilemma. Eisenhower was deeply troubled by the Cold War ramifications of a French exit from Southeast Asia and a communist government in Vietnam, but he was also dead set against unilateral American intervention on the grounds that it would taint the United States with the stigma of French colonialism, thus damaging American prestige not only in Indochina, but throughout the developing world.

Britain, America’s staunchest ally, was adamant in its refusal to participate in a multilateral relief force. The Korean War had ended less than a year earlier. Britain lacked the resources or the political inclination to involve itself in another land war in Asia. Besides, the British failed to see why the Americans felt it so important to prevent Vietnam from falling to the communists. It seemed a sideshow in the Cold War best left alone by outsiders. In the end, President Eisenhower declined to intervene.

For all intents and purposes, the fall of Dien Bien Phu brought the French Indochina War to an end. A new socialist government assumed power in France with the unambiguous intention of securing peace at the Geneva Conference, already underway as the guns fell silent at Dien Bien Phu. Flush from its spectacular victory in northwest Vietnam, the Vietminh delegation at Geneva had high hopes for a favorable negotiated settlement. However, because both the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China were anxious to court better relations with France and the United States for complicated geopolitical reasons of their own, the Vietnamese communists were pressured by their allies into agreeing to terms far less generous than they had hoped for, given the strength of their position on the battlefield.

Vietnam was temporarily partitioned into two states. The Democratic Republic of Vietnam (the DRV, or North Vietnam), north of the 17th parallel, with its capital in Hanoi, was governed by Ho Chi Minh’s Communist Party of Vietnam. A pro-Western state, soon to be known as the Republic of Vietnam (the GVN, or South Vietnam), with its capital in Saigon, was established under Emperor Bao Dai in the south. A vaguely worded Geneva declaration, left unsigned by Bao Dai or the United States, called for free elections to unite the country within two years under one government.

The Geneva Accords didn’t so much establish a lasting peace in Vietnam as set the stage for renewed warfare. Just a few months after the diplomats had departed from Geneva, Hanoi sent orders to ten thousand clandestine Vietminh operatives who remained in South Vietnam (in violation of the Geneva Accords) to begin a political agitation and subversion campaign against the South Vietnamese government. Meanwhile, the National Security Council in Washington called for the use of “all available means” to undermine the communist regime in Hanoi, and “to make every possible effort… to maintain a friendly noncommunist government in South Vietnam and to prevent a Communist victory through all-Vietnam elections.”16 As 1954 drew to a close, a CIA team under counterinsurgency guru Colonel Edward Lansdale implemented a decidedly ineffective clandestine subversion program against Ho Chi Minh’s government in North Vietnam. The Americans had taken up the reins of the anti-communist crusade from the French in Indochina.






CHAPTER 2 THE ORIGINS OF AMERICA’S WAR


America’s war in Vietnam had an unusually complicated and protracted gestation period. The origins of the conflict lie in the unyielding commitment of both Hanoi and Washington to establish a society in their own image in South Vietnam. Hanoi viewed the reunification of Vietnam under its authority as a sacred mission, the fulfillment of the Vietnamese people’s destiny, and it pursued that mission with an uncommon admixture of ruthlessness and religious intensity. To that end, North Vietnam provided material and moral support, as well as overarching strategic direction, to the successor insurgency movement to the Vietminh in the South. The Americans and their Vietnamese allies called members of this insurgency movement the Vietcong—a derisive term in Vietnamese for “Vietnamese communist.” Members of this insurgency organized themselves into the National Liberation Front in 1960 under Hanoi’s orders, and referred to themselves typically as revolutionaries, or soldiers of the resistance.

The NLF was an umbrella political front movement, a coalition of independent political parties and interests with a large and growing base among the (generally apolitical) peasantry. But the Front, like the Vietminh, was tightly controlled by the Communist Party. It had a military arm, the People’s Liberation Armed Forces, which consisted of local and regional guerrilla bands at first, and later, by 1963, full-time “main force” conventional light infantry battalions.

Throughout the war, the communists claimed the NLF and its forces functioned independently as the only legitimate voice of the people of South Vietnam. In fact, neither the Republic of Vietnam nor the NLF was a truly independent entity. South Vietnam was utterly dependent on American aid and support from its inception until its collapse in 1975. The NLF was certainly a more self-sustaining organization than the government in Saigon, but it was nonetheless under the control of the North Vietnamese politburo. Historian William Duiker says it best: “The insurgency was a genuine revolt based in the South, but it was organized and directed from the North.”1

Between 1954 and 1964, the United States and North Vietnam went to extraordinary lengths to achieve their objectives in the South without deploying combat units from their own conventional armies. By the end of 1961, Washington had poured more than $1 billion in military and economic aid into South Vietnam. By that time the struggle in Vietnam had taken on the vestments of a full-fledged American crusade. It was referred to by various policy makers and journalists as both a “test case” of America’s commitment to defending free nations against communist aggression, and an example of the kind of nation building that would strengthen the international world order against the evils of communist subversion.

The Eisenhower administration threw its support behind a mysteriously aloof Vietnamese ascetic, a former civil servant in Emperor Bao Dai’s government in the 1930s named Ngo Dinh Diem. Unfortunately, the most talented and democratically oriented nationalists in Vietnam had either been killed in a vicious 1946 purge of rivals orchestrated by General Giap, or they were too tainted by their association with the former French administration to be seen as legitimate in the eyes of the people. At the time of Diem’s rise to power, there seemed no truly promising pro-democratic leader in Washington’s eyes. Diem was a devout Catholic. He had a number of influential American friends, including Senator John F. Kennedy from Massachusetts, and the highly visible cardinal, Francis Spellman. Diem spoke English well. Most important, he hated communists with a passion.

Not long after being appointed prime minister of South Vietnam by Emperor Bao Dai in South Vietnam’s first government in 1954, Diem rigged a popular referendum, “won” more than 98 percent of the popular vote, and declared himself president of the Republic of Vietnam. He aggressively pursued rival factions, defeating a powerful crime syndicate, the Binh Xuyen, in a major battle in the streets of Saigon in 1955, and subduing the private armies of two long-prominent religious sects, the Hoa Hao and Cao Dai. The Eisenhower administration had been initially skeptical of Diem’s abilities, but Ike and his advisers were deeply impressed by Diem’s seeming resolve and determination in consolidating power.

As the leader of a fledgling republic, Diem, a celibate Vietnamese mandarin who distrusted other politicians reflexively, was well out of his depth. An ardent patriot, he was nonetheless hostile to democratic values and institutions, and out of touch with the powerful social and political forces sweeping over his own country. What’s more, he was strangely indifferent to the suffering of the long-exploited peasantry the communists were courting so assiduously. In fact, Diem had a strong authoritarian streak. “Compromise had no place” in his political universe, writes Bernard Fall, “and opposition of any kind must of necessity be subversive and must be repressed with all the vigor the system is capable of.”2

Diem launched a “Denounce the Communists” campaign in 1956. Over the next two years, the government’s secret police exterminated some twelve thousand suspects, and jailed about forty thousand more. As it turned out, a great many of these people were simply political opponents of the Diem regime with no affiliation with the Communist Party whatsoever. Nonetheless, the insurgency suffered grievously. Under great pressure from the southern revolutionaries, Hanoi at last called for the implementation of armed resistance in January 1959, as well as the continuation of the political subversion campaign against Diem.

Saigon’s response to the sharp rise of violence was lethargic and inept. In part this was the fault of the American advisory effort to the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), which focused not on counterinsurgency tactics, but on training in conventional operations to repel an invasion like the one the North Koreans sprung on their southern brethren in June 1950. But a much more important factor was the chronic political instability and intrigue that pervaded politics in Saigon. With few exceptions, the senior generals in the ARVN were demonstrably more interested in securing power and influence for themselves than in fighting the VC. Nor were they known to care very much about the welfare of the ordinary troops under their command—a fact not lost on the South Vietnamese enlisted men. Desertion rates in the ARVN were extraordinarily high in the early 1960s, and remained so throughout the Vietnam War. ARVN officers were promoted based on their loyalty to those above them, not on their performance in combat, and only a tiny percentage hailed from the peasantry.

John F. Kennedy and Vietnam

Two weeks before a handsome and charismatic senator from Massachusetts named John F. Kennedy became president of the United States, the gruff and voluble Soviet premier, Nikita Khrushchev, delivered a militantly anti-Western speech, promising Soviet aid for communist-led “wars of national liberation” in the developing world. Khrushchev’s primary intended audience was the people of the developing world. He wanted to challenge Mao’s claim that China was in the vanguard of support for revolution. Kennedy, though, took the speech as a direct challenge to the United States, and he responded with alacrity.

Jack Kennedy had long been interested in enhancing America’s tools for dealing with communist insurgencies and other brushfire wars. In an oblique criticism of Eisenhower’s military policies, Senator Kennedy stated in a 1959 speech that “in practice, our nuclear retaliatory power is not enough. It cannot deter communist aggression which is too limited to justify atomic war. It cannot protect uncommitted nations against a Communist takeover using local or guerrilla forces. It cannot be used in so-called ‘brush-fire’ wars…. In short, it cannot prevent the Communists from nibbling away at the fringe of the free world’s territory or strength.”3

John Kennedy and the “best and the brightest” foreign policy advisers he brought to Washington were a supremely confident bunch, infused with a toughness of spirit born of service as junior officers in World War II, and an abiding faith that a crucial American mission was not only to defend democracies, but to expand the boundaries of freedom in the world. As Kennedy famously said in his first inaugural address, “Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and the success of liberty.” The new crusade required an innovative defense doctrine focused on deterring Soviet- or Chinese-inspired aggression across the entire spectrum of conflict, especially in Third World brushfire conflicts. Kennedy’s personal military adviser, an urbane and sophisticated retired army general named Maxwell Taylor, was the chief architect of “flexible response.” It called for expanding conventional forces, which had languished under Eisenhower, as well as an intensive focus on meeting the communist challenge in the sphere of political and social development programs in the developing world. To support the expansion of democracy in the Third World, the Kennedy administration created several new government agencies, including the Peace Corps, the Agency for International Development, and the Alliance for Progress.

Kennedy, a former PT boat skipper who had been decorated for valor after a Japanese destroyer sunk his boat in the South Pacific, was an avid supporter of the Special Forces, which bore responsibility for training indigenous forces in guerrilla warfare, and for conducting a wide array of unconventional operations, including counterinsurgencies and psychological operations. The young American president even created a special counterinsurgency group within the National Security Council. Soon after assuming office, he ordered Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara to divert $100 million of his budget from other programs to expand Army Special Forces. It was John Kennedy who enthusiastically authorized their use of special headgear—the now instantly recognizable green beret. He did so, it should be noted, against the wishes of the army brass, which did not share his enthusiasm for such forces. Army general Earle “Bus” Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, dismissed counterinsurgency forces as a “fashionable idea.” Vietnam, he told the president, was simply too important for experimentation. Conventional troops possessed the capability to fight and win brushfire wars.4 The army bureaucracy did what it could to slow down the service’s turn toward “special operations” under both Kennedy and his successor, Lyndon Baines Johnson, despite the fact that the country found itself engaged in a hybrid war of both conventional and unconventional operations, in which political warfare—part of the Special Forces’ bailiwick—was more important than military operations of any type.

The first months of the new presidency were marred by Cold War setbacks. Kennedy approved a disastrous CIA-led invasion of Castro’s Cuba, and then Khrushchev moved to close off West Berlin from East Berlin by building a wall right down the middle of the city. These events (and several others) heightened JFK’s determination to rise to the communist challenge in the Third World, and the most difficult challenge, without question, was Vietnam.
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