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Foreword



This book deals with the way the United States ended its involvement in the longest war in its history, the one fought at the greatest geographic distance from America, with the least obvious relationship to previous concepts of national security, and the only war in which well-known Americans traveled to the enemy’s capital to express solidarity with the enemy’s goals and, on occasion, to broadcast from there.

No war since the Civil War has seared the national consciousness like Vietnam. The controversies surrounding it tore the country apart while the war was raging, and its legacies shaped the national approach to foreign policy for a generation. Absolute distinctions between moral values and the national interest, between ideals and power, were invoked and, in time, supplanted the previous policy disputes of the Cold War period. This near civil war constrained American policy for long after the war itself was concluded.

But history presents unambiguous alternatives only in the rarest of circumstances. Most of the time, statesmen must strike a balance between their values and their necessities or, to put it another way, they are obliged to approach their goals not in one leap but in stages, each by definition imperfect by absolute standards. It is always possible to invoke that imperfection as an excuse to recoil before responsibilities or as a pretext to indict one’s own society. That gap can be closed only by faith in America’s purposes. And that was increasingly challenged during the Vietnam war and its aftermath.

The domestic divisions that grew out of Vietnam were generally treated in the public discourse as a clash between those who were “for” the war and those who were “against” it. That, however, was not the fundamental issue. Every administration in office during the Vietnam war sought to end it—nearly desperately. The daunting and heartrending question was how to define this goal.

For Richard Nixon, who inherited the task of extrication from Vietnam in 1969 in the fifth year of a massive overseas deployment, the overriding issue was how to keep faith with the tens of millions who, in reliance on American assurances, had tied their destiny to ours. Too, he sought to maintain American credibility toward allies and America’s deterrent posture toward adversaries, attributes on which, in the judgment of four successive administrations of both major parties, the peace of the world depended. The critics thought the quest for credibility illusory and draining of America’s substance. They saw the key issue as salvaging America’s moral core by scuttling a doomed and allegedly immoral enterprise on almost any terms.

In this manner, the war in Vietnam became for the United States the defining experience of the second half of the twentieth century. Even for those who lived through it at the center of events, the mood of that period is nearly impossible to recapture: the brash confidence in the universal applicability of America’s prescriptions with which it all began and the progressive disillusionment with which it ended; the initial unity of purpose and the ultimate divisive trauma.

It was the so-called greatest generation that entered Indochina in the heyday of American self-confidence. The Truman and Eisenhower administrations involved the United States in Indochina in the aftermath of the Berlin blockade and the Communist invasion of South Korea. The Kennedy and Johnson administrations sent combat troops to South Vietnam when North Vietnam occupied portions of Laos and Cambodia and engulfed Vietnam in a guerrilla war backed by regular North Vietnamese forces. The four Presidents from both major parties were applying—with wide public support—the strategy that had achieved the historic transformations of the decade following the Second World War: the Berlin blockade had been overcome, Europe had been rebuilt, Germany and Japan had been restored to the community of nations, the Soviet advance into Europe had been arrested, and Communist aggression in Korea had been checked. This strategy drew from the experiences of World War II a faith in the ability to deter aggression by building military positions of strength and from Roosevelt’s New Deal a belief in economic and social progress to remove Communist opportunities for internal upheavals. At the time, there was virtually no opposition to this open-ended commitment to a global mission or to the conventional wisdom that Indochina was an essential outpost in the defense of liberty.

But, by the end of the Johnson administration in 1968, frustration had set in. The strategy that had worked in every previous American war—of wearing down the adversary by attrition—could not succeed against guerrillas defending no specific territory, in a position to choose when and where to fight, and possessing supply lines through Laos and Cambodia. These countries became sanctuaries because of a bizarre interpretation of their neutral status that proscribed retaliation against North Vietnamese military bases from which Americans and South Vietnamese were being killed daily. Nor did the non-Communist countries of Indochina practice anything like the democracy of our European allies, throwing into question the moral purpose of the war. For those who had made the decision to send American troops, mounting self-doubt about the American role in Indochina compounded the despair caused by Kennedy’s assassination.

National comity and mutual respect gave way—at least in intellectual, media, and policy circles—to a rancorous and clamorous distrust. (General public support remained well above 50 percent throughout the war years.) The once near-universal faith in the uniqueness of America’s values—and their global relevance—was replaced by growing self-doubt. Successive administrations became the target of critics who increasingly challenged the moral essence of American involvement abroad. Early doubts as to whether the war was winnable and concerns lest its cost exceed any possible benefits escalated into the proposition that the frustrations of Vietnam were caused by moral rot at the core of American life. Critics moved from questioning the worthiness of America’s allies to challenging the worthiness of America itself, assailing its conduct not only in Vietnam but around the world.

Nixon, who inherited this cauldron, held values which, for all his railing against the Establishment, paralleled those of the “greatest generation.” He would not consider the unconditional withdrawal and overthrow the Saigon structure on which the North Vietnamese insisted until the end of his first term in 1972 and toward which American critics of the war were moving gradually but relentlessly. He was eager to end the war but not at the price of imposing a Communist government on the millions who had cast their lot in reliance on the promises of his predecessors. Nixon’s motives were a mixture of moral and geopolitical conviction as he sought to reconcile America’s postwar policy based on alliances and deterrence with domestic passions which, in his view, threatened the long-term American ability to build a world order based on free societies. Nixon feared for our alliances if America abdicated in Indochina; he was concerned about the impact on Soviet restraint if the United States simply abandoned what four administrations had affirmed, and he believed that a demonstration of American weakness in Asia would destroy the opening to China based in part on America’s role in thwarting Soviet moves toward hegemony in Asia.

But as he entered office, he found that by the end of the Johnson administration, the goal of victory had been abandoned and a commitment had been made to end the bombing of North Vietnam and to seek a negotiated compromise solution. These objectives had been affirmed by both candidates in the presidential campaign. No significant American political or intellectual leader opposed them.

When a negotiated solution proved unattainable, Nixon proceeded unilaterally to implement his concept of an honorable withdrawal. In the process, he cut U.S. casualties from 1,200 a month at the end of the Johnson administration to thirty a month at the end of Nixon’s first term. He unilaterally reduced American troops from 550,000 in 1969 to 30,000 in 1972. And he concluded an agreement to end the war when it was possible to do so without abandoning the allies that America had sustained.

The stages in this process were often highly controversial partly because the liberal Establishment, which had launched America into the quagmire, had become demoralized and left the field to the radical protesters who, certain of their moral superiority, saw no need for restraint in the methods they used to pursue their ends. At the same time, the conservatives had abandoned the cause of Indochina in frustration while those who later emerged as passionate neoconservatives were as yet besieging the barricades from the side of the protest movement. Nor did Nixon possess the qualities to transcend the gulf in American society by an act of grace.

Unexpectedly, I was drawn into the vortex. Though I had been the principal foreign policy adviser of Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller, Nixon’s political opponent for a decade, and though I had met the President-elect only once and then only for a few minutes, he did me the honor of appointing me as National Security Adviser. In that role, I was to become the principal adviser to the President on the policy for the extrication from Vietnam and eventually the chief negotiator.

Like almost everyone involved in decisions affecting the future of Vietnam, I was beset by ambivalence. I was intellectually convinced that Hanoi would settle only if deprived of all hope of victory by a determined military strategy. But I was emotionally close to many of the more moderate of the protesters who had been my contemporaries at university; therefore I was also the principal advocate in the administration for negotiations for a political solution to give the people of Indochina a genuine opportunity to choose this future. It turned out to be a rough ride, rougher by far than I imagined when I started on the task.

Since then, the categories of our national debate on Vietnam have remained largely unchanged, compounded with the passage of time by an amnesia that suppresses events but remembers encrusted hatreds. A balanced judgment on Vietnam continues to elude us—and therefore the ability to draw lessons from a national tragedy which America inflicted on itself. As a result, Vietnam has become the black hole of American historical memory.

The essence of the Vietnam tragedy was the tension between America’s idealism and the perception we have of ourselves as a nation with a special mission—and our growing involvement in a world of power, hence of relative judgment. How to strike the balance between these competing realities is not a simple matter, and practitioners of foreign policy have struggled with that problem for much of American history. The task is likely never to be completed, but we will not manage it unless we have sufficient confidence in ourselves to risk a definition of the issues reflecting their complexity.

This has not yet happened.

Ending the Vietnam War is composed of fourteen chapters drawn from texts heretofore scattered through four long treatises: the three volumes of my memoirs and my study Diplomacy. I have rearranged and occasionally rewritten the material to provide a consecutive narrative, reshaped the narrative from the anecdotal tone of memoirs to a more general account of the period, provided a connecting text where necessary, and added new material.

My purpose in undertaking this task is not to settle the debate of a generation ago retroactively but to leave for a new generation, hopefully untouched by the passions of the past, an opportunity to obtain as accurate an account as possible of how one group of America’s leaders viewed and tried to surmount a tragic national experience. Like all autobiographical writings, it cannot be free of the righteousness inherent in describing actions in which one was involved—actions one obviously would not have undertaken unless one thought them right or at least necessary. Where I have had second thoughts, I have tried to record them. In a number of chapters, I have referred to and footnoted books with a different perspective. These works contain their own bibliographies.

The Vietnam debate has so far produced no ultimate answers. The administration that ended the war was too abstractly analytical when, in the face of massive media and congressional opposition, it insisted on its geopolitical design dictated by its view of the long-range national interest. The critics were too abstractly passionate in their refusal to relate their moral proclamations to an operational strategy reflecting America’s responsibility for peace and world order. The administration had concept without domestic consensus; the critics had passion without analysis. Watergate destroyed the last hopes for an honorable outcome. For the only time in the postwar period, America abandoned to eventual Communist rule a friendly people which had relied on us and were still fighting when we cut off aid. The pattern of domestic discord did not end quickly. We paid for a long time for the divisions into which we stumbled in that period, now seemingly so distant.

As these lines are being written, America finds itself once again at war—this time with no ambiguity about the nature of the threat. While history never repeats itself directly, there is at least one lesson to be learned from the tragedy described in these pages: that America must never again permit its promise to be overhelmed by its divisions.
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America’s Entry into the Morass (1950–1969)




It all began with high aspirations. For two decades after the end of the Second World War, America had taken the lead in building a new international order out of the fragments of a shattered world. It had rehabilitated Europe and restored Japan, faced down Communist expansionism in Greece, Turkey, Berlin, and Korea, entered into its first peacetime alliances, and launched a program of technical assistance to the developing world. The countries under the American umbrella were enjoying peace, prosperity, and stability.

In Indochina, however, all the previous patterns of America’s involvement abroad were confounded. For the first time in America’s international experience, the direct, almost causal relationship the nation had always enjoyed between its values and its achievements began to fray as Americans turned to questioning those values and why they should have been applied to so distant a place as Vietnam. A chasm opened between the Americans’ belief in the unique nature of their national experience and the compromises and ambiguities inherent in the geopolitics of containing Communism. In the crucible of Vietnam, American exceptionalism turned on itself. American society did not debate, as others might have, the practical shortcomings of its policies but America’s worthiness to pursue any international role.

This universalist approach had a long pedigree. From the beginning of the twentieth century, one president after another had proclaimed that America had no “selfish” interests, that its principal, if not its only, international goal was universal peace and progress. Truman, in his inaugural address of January 20, 1949, had committed his country to the objective of a world in which “all nations and all peoples are free to govern themselves as they see fit.” No purely national interest would be pursued. “We have sought no territory. We have imposed our will on no one. We have asked for no privileges we would not extend to others.” The United States would “strengthen freedom-loving nations against the dangers of aggression” by providing “military advice and equipment to free nations which will cooperate with us in the maintenance of peace and security.”1 The freedom of every single independent nation had become the national objective, irrespective of those nations’ strategic importance to the United States.

In his two inaugural addresses in 1953 and 1957, President Dwight D. Eisenhower took up the same theme in even more exalted language. He described a world in which thrones had been toppled, vast empires had been swept away, and new nations had emerged. Amidst all this turmoil, destiny had entrusted America with the charge to defend freedom unconstrained by geopolitical considerations or calculations of the national interest. Indeed, Eisenhower implied that such calculations ran counter to the American value system, in which all nations and peoples are treated equally: “Conceiving the defense of freedom, like freedom itself, to be one and indivisible, we hold all continents and peoples in equal regard and honor.”2

John F. Kennedy, in his inaugural address in 1961, carried this theme of missionary duty to the world yet another step forward. Proclaiming his generation to be the linear descendant of the world’s first democratic revolution, he pledged his administration, in soaring language, not to “permit the slow undoing of those human rights to which this nation has always been committed, and to which we are committed today at home and around the world. 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 to assure the survival and the success of liberty.”3 Kennedy’s eloquent peroration was the precise reverse of the famous dictum of British Prime Minister Lord Palmerston that Great Britain had no permanent friends, only permanent interests.

By the time of Lyndon B. Johnson’s inaugural on January 20, 1965, conventional wisdom had culminated in the proposition that America’s foreign commitments, springing organically from its democratic system of government, had erased altogether the distinction between domestic and international responsibilities. For America, Johnson asserted, no stranger was beyond hope: “Terrific dangers and troubles that we once called ‘foreign’ now constantly live among us. If American lives must end, and American treasure be spilled, in countries that we barely know, then that is the price that change has demanded of conviction and of our enduring covenant.”4

Much later, it became fashionable to cite such statements as examples of the arrogance of power, or as the hypocritical pretexts for America’s quest for domination. Such facile cynicism misreads the essence of America’s political faith, which is at once “naïve” and draws from that apparent naïveté the impetus for extraordinary practical endeavors. Most countries go to war to resist concrete, definable threats to their security. In the twentieth century, America went to war—from World War I to the Kosovo war of 1998—largely on behalf of what it perceived as moral obligations to resist aggression or injustice as the trustee of collective security.

This commitment was especially pronounced among the generation of American leaders who had in their youth witnessed the tragedy of Munich. Burned into their psyches was the lesson that failure to resist aggression—wherever and however it occurred—guarantees that it will have to be resisted under much worse circumstances later on. From Cordell Hull onward, every American secretary of state echoed this theme. It was the point on which Dean Acheson and John Foster Dulles agreed.5 Geopolitical analysis of the specific dangers posed by the Communist conquest of a distant country was deemed subordinate to the twin slogans of resisting aggression in the abstract and preventing the further spread of Communism. The Communist victory in China had reinforced the conviction of American policymakers that no further Communist expansion could be tolerated.

Policy documents and official statements of the period show that this conviction went largely unchallenged. In February 1950, four months before the start of the Korean conflict, NSC document 64 had concluded that Indochina was “a key area of South East Asia and is under immediate threat.”6

The memorandum marked the debut of the so-called Domino Theory, which predicted that, if Indochina fell, Burma and Thailand would soon follow, and that “the balance of Southeast Asia would then be in grave hazard.”7

In January 1951, Dean Rusk, then Assistant Secretary of State and later Secretary of State for eight years, declared that “to neglect to pursue our present course to the utmost of our ability would be disastrous to our interests in Indochina and, consequently, in the rest of Southeast Asia.”8 In April of the year before, NSC document 68 had concluded that the global equilibrium was at stake in Indochina: “…any substantial further extension of the area under the domination of the Kremlin would raise the possibility that no coalition adequate to confront the Kremlin with greater strength could be assembled.”9

Much later such reflections were dismissed if not ridiculed as the expression of an overwrought Cold War mentality. But the context is important. The policymakers of the early 1950s had experienced the Iron Curtain descend on Europe, Communist coups in a series of East European countries, the Berlin blockade, and the Communist invasion of South Korea.

Even so, some fundamental questions were avoided. Was it really true, as the document implied, that every Communist gain extended the area controlled by the Kremlin—especially given the experience of Tito’s Yugoslavia which, though Communist, broke with Moscow? There were in fact vast differences in the nature of the threat. In Europe, the principal threat emanated from the Soviet superpower. In Asia, the threat to American interests came from secondary powers which were at best surrogates of the Soviet Union and over which Soviet control was—or should have been understood to be—questionable. In reality, as the Vietnam war evolved, America came to fight the surrogate of a surrogate (China), each of which deeply distrusted the respective senior partner. In the American analysis, the global equilibrium was under assault by North Vietnam, assumed to be controlled from Beijing, which, in turn, was conceived to be controlled by Moscow. This turned out not to be the case. In Europe, America was defending historic states; in Indochina, America was dealing with societies that, in their present dimensions, were building states for the first time. The European nations had long-established traditions of how to cooperate in the defense of the balance of power. In Southeast Asia, statehood was just emerging, the concept of the balance of power was foreign, and there was no precedent of cooperation among the existing states.

These fundamental differences between the geopolitics of Europe and Asia, together with America’s interests in each, were submerged in the universalist, ideological American approach to foreign policy. The Czech coup, the Berlin blockade, the testing of a Soviet atomic bomb, the Communist victory in China, and the Communist attack on South Korea were all lumped together by America’s leaders into a single global threat—indeed, a centrally controlled global conspiracy. Realpolitik would have sought to limit the Korean war to the narrowest possible dimension; America’s Manichean view of the conflict worked in the opposite direction. Truman coupled his dispatch of American troops with an announcement of a significant increase in military aid to France in its own war against the Communist guerrillas in Indochina (then called the Vietminh). American policymakers drew an analogy between Germany’s and Japan’s simultaneous assaults in Europe and Asia in the Second World War, and Moscow’s and Beijing’s maneuvers in the 1950s, the Soviet Union replacing Germany, and China standing in for Japan. By 1952, a third of the French expenditures in Indochina were being subsidized by the United States.

America’s entry into Indochina introduced a whole new moral issue. NATO defended democracies; the American occupation of Japan had imported democratic institutions to that nation; the Korean war had been fought to turn back an assault on the independence of small nations. In Indochina, however, the case for containment was initially cast in almost exclusively geopolitical terms, making it all the more difficult to incorporate into the prevailing American ideology. For one thing, the defense of Indochina ran head-on into America’s tradition of anticolonialism. Technically still French colonies, the states of Indochina were neither democracies nor even independent. Although, in 1950, France had transformed its three colonies of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia into the “Associated States of the French Union,” this new designation stopped well short of independence because France feared that, if it granted full sovereignty, it could do no less for its three North African possessions—Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco.

By the end of 1950, the Truman administration had decided that the security of the free world required Indochina, a French colony, to be kept out of Communist hands—which in practice meant bending America’s anticolonial principles by supporting the French war against the Communist insurgents in Indochina. Truman and Secretary of State Dean Acheson saw no other choice because the Joint Chiefs of Staff had concluded that the American armed forces were stretched to the limit by simultaneous commitments to NATO and to the ongoing war in Korea, and that none could be spared for the defense of Indochina—even if it were invaded by China.10

As it turned out, America’s initial commitment to Indochina in 1950 established the pattern for its future involvement: large enough to get America entangled, not significant enough to prove decisive. In the early stages of the quagmire, this was largely the result of ignorance about the actual conditions and the near impossibility of conducting operations through two layers of French colonial administration, as well as whatever local authorities the so-called Associated States of Indochina (Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia) had been permitted to establish.

Fearing to be tarred as a party to colonialism, both the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the State Department sought to protect their country’s moral flank by pressing France to pledge eventual independence.11 The State Department expressed its awareness of the complexities of this delicate balancing act by naming its Indochinese program Operation Eggshell. The label, unfortunately, conveyed an understanding of the predicament far greater than its contribution to the solution. The basic strategy was to prod France into granting independence to Indochina while urging it to continue waging the anti-Communist war.12 Why France should risk lives in a war designed to end its presence in Southeast Asia was not explained.

By the time the Truman administration prepared to leave office, evasion of the hard choices had matured into official policy. In 1952, a National Security Council document formalized the Domino Theory and gave it a sweeping character. Describing a military attack on Indochina as a danger “inherent in the existence of a hostile and aggressive Communist China,”13 it urged that the loss of even a single Southeast Asian country would lead “to relatively swift submission to or an alignment with Communism by the remainder. Furthermore, an alignment with Communism of the rest of Southeast Asia and India, and in the longer term, of the Middle East (with the possible exceptions of at least Pakistan and Turkey) would in all probability progressively follow.”14

Obviously, if that estimate was correct, such wholesale collapse was bound to endanger the security and stability of Europe as well as to “make it extremely difficult to prevent Japan’s eventual accommodation to Communism.”15 Nor was the perception of the long-range danger to Europe shared by America’s European allies, which, in the years to come, consistently refused to participate in the defense of Indochina.

On the other hand, the arguments of the NSC memorandum were not as superficial as they later were represented to be. Even in the absence of a central conspiracy, and for all the West knew at the time, the Domino Theory might nevertheless have been valid. Singapore’s savvy and thoughtful Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew, clearly thought so, and he has usually been proven right. In the immediate postwar era, Communism still possessed substantial ideological dynamism. A demonstration of the bankruptcy of its economic management was another generation away. Many in the democracies, and especially in the newly independent countries, considered the Communist world to be poised to surpass the capitalist world in industrial capacity. The governments of many of the newly independent countries were fragile and threatened by domestic insurrection. At the very moment the NSC memorandum was prepared, a Communist guerrilla war was being waged in Malaya.

Washington policymakers had good reason to be concerned about the conquest of Indochina by a movement which had already engulfed Eastern Europe and taken over China. Regardless of whether Communist expansion was centrally organized, it seemed to possess enough momentum to sweep the fragile new nations of Southeast Asia into the anti-Western camp. The real question was not whether some dominoes might fall in Southeast Asia, which was likely, but whether there might not be better places in the region to draw the line—for instance, around countries where the political and security elements were more in harmony, such as in Malaya and Thailand.

Truman’s legacy to his successor, Dwight D. Eisenhower, was an annual military assistance program to Indochina of some $200 million and a strategic theory in search of a policy. The Truman administration had not been obliged to face the potential gap between its strategic doctrine and its moral convictions, or to confront the necessity of making a choice between the geopolitical rationale and American capabilities. Eisenhower was left with the responsibility of dealing with the first challenge; Kennedy, Johnson, and Richard Nixon with the second.

The Eisenhower administration did not question America’s commitment to the security of Indochina, which it had inherited. It sought to reconcile its strategic doctrine and its moral convictions by stepping up pressures for reform in Indochina. In May 1953—four months after taking the oath of office—Eisenhower urged the American ambassador to France, Douglas Dillon, to press the French to appoint new leaders with authority to “win victory” in Indochina, and at the same time to make “clear and unequivocal public announcements, repeated as often as may be desirable,” that independence would be granted “as soon as victory against the Communists had been won.”16

For France, the issue by then had already gone far beyond political reform. Its forces in Indochina were enmeshed in a frustrating guerrilla war, with which they had no experience whatever. In a conventional war with established front lines, superior firepower usually carries the day. By contrast, a guerrilla war usually is not fought from fixed positions, and the guerrilla army hides among the population. A conventional war is about control of territory; a guerrilla war is about the security of the population. As the guerrilla army is not tied to the defense of any particular territory, it is in a position to determine the field of battle to a considerable extent and to regulate the casualties of both sides. Whereas in a conventional war, a success rate in battle of 75 percent would guarantee victory, in a guerrilla war, protecting the population only 75 percent of the time ensures defeat. While the conventional army is bound to lose unless it wins decisively, the guerrilla army wins as long as it can keep from losing.

Neither the French nor the American army, which followed in its footsteps a decade later, ever solved the riddle of guerrilla war. Both fought the only kind of war they understood and for which they had been trained and equipped—classical, conventional warfare based on clearly demarcated front lines. Both armies, relying on superior firepower, strove for a war of attrition. Both saw that strategy turned against them by an enemy who, fighting in his own country, could exhaust them with his patience and generate domestic pressures to end the conflict. Casualties kept mounting while criteria to define progress remained elusive.

France conceded defeat more rapidly than America, because its armed forces were spread more thinly in their effort to hold all of Vietnam with a third of the forces America would eventually commit to defending half of the country. France was being whipsawed as America would be a decade later: whenever it concentrated its forces around population centers, the Communists would dominate most of the countryside; when it attempted to move out to protect the countryside, the Communists would attack the towns and the forts, one by one.

Something about Vietnam consistently blighted the reasoning power of foreigners who ventured into it. Bizarrely, the French Vietnam war came to a climax at a road junction called Dien Bien Phu, which was located in the remote northwestern corner of Vietnam, near the Laotian border. France had placed an elite force there in the hope of luring the Communists into a pitched battle and, in the process, maneuvered itself into a no-win situation. If the Communists chose to ignore the French deployment, these forces would be wasted in a position far from areas of any strategic consequence. If the Communists took the bait, their sole motive had to be the belief that they were within sight of decisive victory. France had reduced its options to irrelevance or defeat.

The French vastly underestimated the toughness and the ingenuity of their opponents—as the Americans would do later. On March 13, 1954, the North Vietnamese launched an all-out attack on Dien Bien Phu which, already in its initial assault, overran two outlying forts that were supposed to dominate the high ground. They did so using artillery they were not thought to possess, and which had been supplied by China in the aftermath of the Korean war. From then on it was only a matter of time before the remainder of the French force would be ground down. Exhausted and seeing little purpose in fighting only to have to withdraw from Indochina under American pressure, the French government accepted a Soviet proposal to hold a conference on Indochina to begin that April in Geneva. Representatives of the United States, Britain, France, and the Soviet Union met with those of the Indochinese countries (Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia), Communist China, and North and South Korea. Then, on May 7, even as the diplomats were discussing Indochina in Geneva, Dien Bien Phu fell.

The fall of Dien Bien Phu obliged the Eisenhower administration to choose between its theories and its possibilities. France would be forced to yield a substantial portion, if not all, of Vietnam to the Communists. Yet Dien Bien Phu could only be saved by a major military escalation for which France had neither the resources nor the will. The United States would have to decide whether to back the Domino Theory with direct military action.

The domestic debate over intervention at Dien Bien Phu demonstrated the growing difficulty of reconciling geopolitical analysis, strategic doctrine, and moral conviction. If it were true that a Communist victory in Indochina would cause the dominoes to fall from Japan to Indonesia, as Eisenhower predicted in a letter to British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and in a press conference on April 7, America would have to draw the line regardless of the reaction of other countries, especially since the military contribution of the potential participants would have been largely symbolic. (According to Secretary of State John Foster Dulles’s plan, United Action, the United States envisaged the cooperation of Great Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand, and the Associated States of Indochina.) Although collective action was preferable, it was not a precondition to the defense of the global balance, if that was indeed what was at stake. This was especially true because at about the same time, the Eisenhower administration had changed its military doctrine to “massive retaliation,” which depended, above all, on unleashing America’s nuclear strength against the source of aggression. This, in practice, meant that a war over Indochina would be directed against China. Yet there was no political basis for air attacks against a country that was only indirectly participating in the Vietnam war and for a cause that Churchill had characterized as too peripheral and too dangerous to be sustainable for very long in Western public opinion.

Whatever their private reservations, Dulles and Eisenhower made a major effort to bring about United Action. On April 4, 1954, in a long letter, Eisenhower appealed to Churchill, who was then in his last year as Prime Minister:

If they [France] do not see it through, and Indochina passes into the hands of the Communists, the ultimate effect on our and your global strategic position with the consequent shift in the power ratio throughout Asia and the Pacific could be disastrous and, I know, unacceptable to you and me. It is difficult to see how Thailand, Burma and Indonesia could be kept out of Communist hands. This we cannot afford. The threat to Malaya, Australia and New Zealand would be direct. The offshore island chain would be broken. The economic pressure on Japan which would be deprived of non-Communist markets and sources of food and raw material would be such, over a period of time, that it is difficult to see how Japan could be prevented from reaching an accommodation with the Communist world which would combine the manpower and natural resources of Asia with the industrial potential of Japan.17


Devoted as he was to the “special relationship” with America, Churchill was an Englishman first and perceived more dangers in Indochina than benefits to be gained. He did not accept the proposition that the dominoes would fall quite so inexorably, or that one colonial setback would automatically lead to global catastrophe.

Churchill and Foreign Minister Anthony Eden believed that the best place to defend Southeast Asia was at the borders of Malaya; Churchill therefore returned the noncommittal response that Eden would convey the Cabinet’s decision to Dulles, who was about to leave for London. Churchill’s avoidance of substance left little doubt that Great Britain was groping for ways to cushion its rejection of United Action. Had the news been favorable, Churchill would no doubt have conveyed it himself. Even prior to the Secretary of State’s arrival, Eden “thought it unrealistic to expect that a victor’s terms could be imposed upon an undefeated enemy.”18

On April 26, Churchill expressed his reservations personally to Admiral Radford (Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff), who was visiting London. According to the official record, Churchill warned of “war on the fringes, where the Russians were strong and could mobilize the enthusiasm of nationalist and oppressed peoples.”19 There was no political rationale for Great Britain to become involved in a cause which Churchill described this way:

The British people would not be easily influenced by what happened in the distant jungles of SE Asia; but they did know that there was a powerful American base in East Anglia and that war with China, who would invoke the Sino-Russian pact, might mean an assault by hydrogen bombs on these islands.20


Stalin had died in 1953, and the post-Stalinist leaders in the Kremlin would have been extremely loath in their first year of power to confront America for China’s sake. However, since America’s military leaders were incapable of describing the likely outcome of massive retaliation against China (or within Indochina, for that matter), and since the independence of the countries of Indochina was still only a plan, Eisenhower deferred a showdown.

Both the Soviet Union and China feared American intervention, and therefore the Eisenhower-Dulles diplomacy of making implicit threats did help to bring about an outcome to the Geneva Conference that on the surface was far better than the military situation on the ground warranted. The Geneva Accords of July 1954 provided for the partitioning of Vietnam along the 17th parallel. To leave the way open for unification, the partition was described not as a “political boundary” but as an administrative arrangement for facilitating the regrouping of military forces prior to internationally supervised elections. These were to be held within two years. All outside forces were to be withdrawn from the three Indochinese states within 300 days; foreign bases and alliances with other countries were proscribed.

Cataloguing the various provisions, however, gives a misleading impression of the formality and stringency of the Geneva Accords. There were many signatories to different parts of the agreement but no contracting parties, therefore no “collective obligations.”21 Richard Nixon later summed up the hodgepodge as follows: “Nine countries gathered at the conference and produced six unilateral declarations, three bilateral cease-fire agreements, and one unsigned declaration.”22

What it all amounted to was a way of ending the hostilities, partitioning Vietnam, and leaving the political outcome to the future. Amateur analysts often invoke the ambiguity of such agreements as a demonstration of the confusion or the duplicity of the negotiators. Yet, most of the time, ambiguous documents such as the Geneva Accords reflect reality; they settle what it is possible to settle, in the full knowledge that further refinement must await new developments.

The immediate difficulty was that the United States refused to participate officially at the Geneva Conference (or to sign the multilateral declaration). It tried to be both present and absent—sufficiently on the scene to uphold its principles, yet far enough to the side to avoid domestic obloquy for having to abandon some of them. America’s ambiguity was best expressed in a concluding statement which declared that the United States “takes note” of the final declarations and would “refrain from the threat or the use of force to disturb them.” At the same time, the statement warned that “it would view any renewal of the aggression in violation of the aforesaid arrangements with grave concern and as seriously threatening international peace and security.”23 I know of no other instance in diplomatic history of a nation guaranteeing a settlement it has refused to sign, and about which it has expressed such strong reservations.

Eisenhower’s decision not to become involved in Vietnam in 1954 proved to be tactical, not strategic. After Geneva, he and Dulles remained convinced of Indochina’s decisive strategic importance. While Indochina sorted itself out, Dulles put the finishing touches on a collective security framework, the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO), which came into being in September 1954 and was composed, in addition to the United States, of Pakistan, the Philippines, Thailand, Australia, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and France. What it lacked was a common political objective or a means for mutual support. Indeed, the countries refusing to participate in SEATO were more significant than its members. India, Indonesia, Malaya, and Burma preferred to seek safety in neutrality, and the Geneva Accords prohibited the three Indochinese states from joining. As for America’s European allies, France and Great Britain were not likely to run risks on behalf of an area from which they had so recently been ejected. Indeed, France—and to a lesser degree Great Britain—almost certainly joined SEATO primarily in order to gain a veto over what they considered the potential for rash American actions.

The formal obligations contained in SEATO were rather nebulous. Requiring the signatories to meet a “common danger” by their “constitutional processes,” the Treaty neither established criteria for defining the common danger nor assembled the machinery for common action—as NATO did. Nevertheless, SEATO served Dulles’s purpose by providing a legal framework for the defense of Indochina. This is why, strangely enough, SEATO was more specific about Communist aggression against the three nations of Indochina—barred from membership by the Geneva Accords—than with respect to a Communist attack on the signatories. A separate protocol designated threats to Laos, Cambodia, and South Vietnam as being inimical to the peace and security of the signatories, in effect providing a unilateral guarantee.24

Everything now depended on whether the new states of Indochina, especially South Vietnam, could be turned into fully functioning nations. None of them had ever been governed as a political entity within its existing borders. The French had divided Vietnam into three regions—Tonkin, Annam, and Cochinchina—governed by Hanoi, Hue, and Saigon respectively. The area around Saigon and in the Mekong Delta had only been colonized by the Vietnamese relatively recently, during the nineteenth century, at about the same time that the French arrived. The existing authorities consisted of a combination of French-trained civil servants and a maze of secret societies—the so-called sects—some of which had religious affiliations, but all of which supported themselves and maintained their autonomous status by shaking down the population.

Dulles all along had urged backing Ngo Dinh Diem, a former French administrator who had broken with the French administration over its refusal to implement some of his proposed reforms. A Catholic and a nationalist, Diem had spent two decades as a scholar recluse in his own country and in exile—mostly in America—refusing offers from the Japanese, the Communists, and the French-supported Vietnamese leaders to participate in their various governments. No democrat, Diem was chosen by Dulles as “the only horse available” and became president of Vietnam with American support.

In October 1954, Eisenhower made a virtue of necessity by writing to Diem with a promise of aid contingent on standards of “performance…in undertaking needed reforms.” American assistance would be “combined with” an independent Vietnam that was “endowed with a strong Government…so responsive to the nationalist aspirations of its people” as to command both domestic and international respect.25

For a few years everything seemed to fall into place. By the end of the Eisenhower administration, the United States had given South Vietnam more than $1 billion in aid; 1,500 American personnel were in South Vietnam; the United States embassy in Saigon became one of our largest missions in the world. The United States Military Advisory Group, containing 692 members, had ignored the limits on foreign military personnel established by the Geneva Accords.26

Against all expectations and with massive American intelligence support, Diem suppressed the secret societies, stabilized the economy, and managed to establish central control—astonishing achievements which were well received in the United States. But events ultimately revealed that America had been celebrating a lull in Communist pressure, not a permanent condition. America’s assumption that its own unique brand of democracy was readily exportable turned out to be flawed. In the West, political pluralism had thrived among cohesive societies where a strong social consensus had been in place long enough to permit tolerance for the opposition without threatening the survival of the state. But where a nation has yet to be created, opposition may appear as a threat to national existence, especially when there is no civil society to provide a safety net. In these conditions, the temptation is strong, often overwhelming, to equate opposition with treason and to thwart the emergence of a pluralistic system.

All of these tendencies become magnified in a guerrilla war. In Vietnam guerrilla activity had never ceased, and in 1959 it moved into high gear. The guerrillas’ initial goal is to prevent the consolidation of stable, legitimate institutions. Their favorite targets are the worst and the best government officials. They attack the worst in order to win popular sympathies by “punishing” corrupt or oppressive officials; and they attack the best because it is the most effective way of preventing the government from achieving legitimacy and of discouraging an effective national service.

By 1960, some 2,500 South Vietnamese officials were being assassinated every year.27 Only a small number of the most highly motivated, and a much larger percentage of the most corrupt, would run such risks.

As Eisenhower prepared to leave office, Laos was his main concern. In his memoirs, Waging Peace, he described that country as the linchpin of the Domino Theory. He considered the independence of Laos so crucial, in fact, that he was prepared to “fight…with our allies or without them.”28 Defending Laos was to be the most specific recommendation he made to President-elect Kennedy during the transition period prior to January 1961.

As the third consecutive President obliged to deal with Indochina, John F. Kennedy inherited a set of well-established policy premises. Involvement in Vietnam was not—as the critics were later to assert—a conspiracy of the best and brightest brought into government by Kennedy and inherited by Johnson but the application of principles pursued for a decade by two presidents of both parties. Like his predecessors, Kennedy considered Vietnam a crucial link in America’s overall geopolitical position. He believed, as had Truman and Eisenhower, that preventing a Communist victory in Vietnam was a vital American interest. Like his predecessors, he viewed the Communist leadership in Hanoi and in Beijing as a surrogate of global Kremlin designs.

By choosing Vietnam as the place to draw the line against Communist expansionism, America ensured that grave dilemmas would lie ahead. If political reform was the way to defeat the guerrillas, did their growing power mean that American political recommendations were not being correctly applied or that these recommendations were simply not relevant, at least at that stage of the struggle? And if Vietnam was indeed as important to the global balance as nearly all of America’s leaders were asserting, did it not mean that geopolitical necessities would, in the end, override all others and oblige America to take over a war 10,000 miles from home?

Although Kennedy’s Vietnam policy was in many ways a continuation of Eisenhower’s and Truman’s, there were important differences. Eisenhower had viewed the conflict the way a soldier would—as a war between two distinct entities, North and South Vietnam. To the Kennedy team, the attacks on South Vietnam did not represent a traditional war so much as a quasi–civil conflict characterized by the relatively new phenomenon of guerrilla warfare. At the same time, the Kennedy team interpreted the geopolitical aspect of the conflict in even more apocalyptic terms than had its predecessors. Whereas Eisenhower had seen the military threat to Vietnam through the prism of conventional warfare, the Kennedy team believed—prematurely as it turned out—that a nuclear stalemate already existed between the United States and the Soviet Union which made general war, in the words of Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, unthinkable. The Kennedy administration was convinced that its military buildup would remove the Communists’ opportunity to wage Korean-type limited wars. By a process of exclusion, it came to consider guerrilla warfare as the wave of the future and resistance to it the ultimate test of America’s ability to contain Communism.

On January 6, 1961, two weeks before Kennedy’s inauguration, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev described “wars of national liberation” as “sacred” and pledged Soviet support for them. Kennedy’s young New Frontier treated this pledge as a declaration of war against its hope of giving new emphasis to America’s relations with the developing world. Today Khrushchev’s speech is widely perceived as having been aimed primarily at his ideological tormentors in Beijing, who were accusing him of lapsed Leninism because he had just extended an ultimatum to change the status of Berlin for the third time, and because of his oft-expressed reservations about nuclear war. At the time, however, Kennedy, in his first State of the Union address, on January 31, 1961, treated Khrushchev’s speech as proof of the Soviet Union’s and China’s “ambitions for world domination—ambitions which they forcefully restated only a short time ago.”29*

The Kennedy and Johnson administrations’ interpretations of Communist pronouncements caused Indochina to be no longer perceived as one battle among many in the Cold War. To the New Frontier, Indochina represented the decisive battle that would determine whether guerrilla war could be stopped and the Cold War won. Kennedy’s interpretation of the conflict as a coordinated global conspiracy caused him to conclude that Southeast Asia was the place to establish his credibility: “Now we have a problem,” he told James Reston of the New York Times, “in trying to make our power credible, and Vietnam looks like the place.”31

As in a classical tragedy in which the hero is led step by imperceptible step to his destiny by seemingly random events, the Kennedy administration’s entry into Vietnam was by way of a crisis from which its predecessors had been spared—the future of Laos. Few peoples have less deserved the suffering that befell them than the gentle, peace-loving Laotians. Wedged between forbidding mountain ranges that face Vietnam and the broad Mekong River, which marks the border with Thailand, the peoples of Laos asked nothing of their bellicose neighbor except to be left alone. That was one wish, however, that North Vietnam never granted them. Once Hanoi had launched its guerrilla war in South Vietnam in 1959, pressures on Laos inevitably increased. Had Hanoi tried to supply the guerrilla forces in the South through Vietnamese territory, it would have had to infiltrate across the so-called Demilitarized Zone, the demarcation line dividing Vietnam which extended for about forty miles along the 17th parallel. That distance could have been sealed off by the South Vietnamese army with American support. Or else the North Vietnamese would have had to launch an attack by organized military units across the 17th parallel, which would almost certainly have triggered American and perhaps SEATO intervention—something Hanoi appeared unwilling to risk until 1972, quite late in the Vietnam war.

By the cold-blooded logic that marked Communist strategy during the entire war, Hanoi concluded that infiltration into South Vietnam via neutral Laos and Cambodia would involve fewer international penalties than an overt thrust across the 17th parallel. Even though the neutrality of Laos and Cambodia had been guaranteed by the Geneva Accords of 1954 and reaffirmed by the SEATO Treaty, Hanoi made its judgment stick. In effect, it annexed the panhandle of sovereign Laos and established base areas both there and in Cambodia without significant opposition from the world community. Indeed what passed for world opinion fell in with Hanoi’s bizarre reasoning: it was American and South Vietnamese efforts to interrupt the vast infiltration network on neutral soil and of bases used to sustain guerrilla war that became castigated as “expansions” of the war.

The panhandle of Laos provided the North Vietnamese with access routes under a jungle canopy of some 650 miles along the entire border of South Vietnam with Laos and Cambodia. Over 6,000 North Vietnamese troops moved into Laos in 1959 with the ostensible mission of supporting the Communist Pathet Lao, who, since the Geneva Accords of 1954, had been imposed by Hanoi in the northeastern provinces along the Vietnamese border.

As a military man, Eisenhower concluded that the defense of South Vietnam had to begin in Laos. He apparently told Kennedy during the transition that he was prepared to intervene in Laos, if necessary unilaterally. Kennedy’s first statements on Laos were consistent with Eisenhower’s recommendations. At a press conference on March 23, 1961, he warned: “The security of all Southeast Asia will be endangered if Laos loses its neutral independence. Its own safety runs with the safety of us all—in a real neutrality observed by all.”32

Yet in April 1961, shaken by the Bay of Pigs fiasco, Kennedy decided against accepting Eisenhower’s recommendation to intervene in Laos. Reluctant to risk war in Laos—on the border of China and in a country of which very few Americans had ever heard—Kennedy decided to draw the line in South Vietnam. In the meantime, Kennedy chose to rely on negotiations to buttress Laotian neutrality. As a matter of fact, it was the second time that Hanoi was peddling Laotian neutrality, having already undertaken to respect it at the Geneva Conference in 1954.

While developing the logistics network which was later dubbed the Ho Chi Minh Trail through Laos, Hanoi stalled the negotiations for a year, finally concluding them with an agreement providing for the removal of all foreign forces from Laos. Following its by now well established pattern, Hanoi failed to remove any of its military forces.

Eisenhower turned out to have been right. If Indochina were indeed the keystone of American security in the Pacific, as the leaders in Washington had claimed for over a decade, Laos was a better place to defend it than Vietnam; indeed, it was perhaps the only place to defend Indochina. Even though Laos was a remote and landlocked country, the North Vietnamese, as feared and hated foreigners, could not have waged a guerrilla war on its soil. America could have fought there the sort of conventional war for which its army had been trained, and Thai troops would almost certainly have supported American efforts. Faced with such prospects, Hanoi might well have pulled back to await a more propitious moment for full-scale war.

So geopolitical a strategic analysis, however, was deemed inappropriate for a conflict still perceived largely in ideological terms. For a decade, American leaders had been making a case for defending Vietnam because it represented a key element in an Asian defense concept. Eisenhower’s emphasis on Laos in the closing days of his administration was a new concept.

For all these reasons, Kennedy and his advisers concluded that Indochina had to be defended in South Vietnam, where Communist aggression had some meaning for Americans, regardless of the fact that they had just made a decision which made that task nearly impossible militarily. Once the Ho Chi Minh Trail was opened, the crafty, mercurial ruler of Cambodia, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, concluded that the game was up and acquiesced in the establishment of Communist base areas all along Cambodia’s border with South Vietnam. Thus was set up another catch-22 situation: if the Cambodian sanctuaries and the Ho Chi Minh Trail were left undisturbed, the North Vietnamese could attack the South and withdraw into safety for rest and refitting, making the defense of South Vietnam nearly unmanageable; if the base areas were attacked, South Vietnam and its allies would be pilloried for committing “aggression” against “neutral” countries.

Kennedy had a record of public comment on Indochina that extended over a decade. As early as 1951, he had struck the theme he would never abandon: force alone was not enough to stop Communism; America’s allies in that struggle had to build a political foundation for it. In April 1954, during Dulles’s United Action campaign to save Dien Bien Phu, Kennedy, in a Senate speech, opposed intervention so long as Indochina remained a French colony.33 But in 1956, after France had withdrawn and South Vietnamese independence had been achieved, Kennedy was ready to join the prevailing orthodoxy: “This is our offspring—we cannot abandon it.” At the same time, he reiterated that the conflict was not so much a military as a political and moral challenge “in a country where concepts of free enterprise and capitalism are meaningless, where poverty and hunger are not enemies across the 17th parallel but enemies within their midst…. What we must offer them is a revolution—a political, economic and social revolution far superior to anything the Communists can offer.” Nothing less than America’s credibility was at stake. “And if it falls victim to any of the perils that threaten its existence—Communism, political anarchy, poverty and the rest—then the United States, with some justification, will be held responsible, and our prestige in Asia will sink to a new low.”34 And in June 1961, as we have seen, Kennedy defined Vietnam as the place to vindicate American credibility.

Each new administration obliged to deal with Indochina felt compelled to take another step into the morass. Truman and Eisenhower had established the military-assistance program; Kennedy’s emphasis on reform led to growing American involvement in the internal politics of South Vietnam. The problem was that reform and nation-building in South Vietnam would take decades to bear fruit. In Europe and in the 1940s and 1950s, America had bolstered established countries with strong political traditions by extending Marshall Plan aid and by means of the NATO military alliance. But Vietnam was a brand-new country and had no institutions to build upon. The central dilemma became that America’s political goal of introducing a stable democracy in South Vietnam could not be attained in a time span relevant to the needs of a victory over the guerrillas, which was America’s strategic goal. America would have to modify either its military or its political objectives.

When Kennedy entered office, the guerrilla war in South Vietnam had reached a level of violence sufficient to prevent the consolidation of the Ngo Dinh Diem government without as yet raising doubts about its survival. This seeming plateau of guerrilla activity tempted the Kennedy administration into the belief that a relatively small additional effort could achieve complete victory. The temporary lull, however, was due primarily to Hanoi’s preoccupation with Laos; it turned out to be the calm before the storm. Once the new supply routes through Laos were opened, the guerrilla war in the South began to accelerate again, and America’s dilemmas grew progressively insoluble. By the fall of 1961, the security situation had deteriorated to a point where it could only be alleviated by some kind of American military intervention. General Maxwell Taylor, the President’s military adviser, and Walt Rostow, director of the State Department Policy Planning Staff, were sent to Vietnam to develop an appropriate policy. The real purpose of their mission was to determine the scale and the manner in which America should increase its commitment, not whether to undertake it.

In the event, Taylor and Rostow recommended a massive increase in the American advisory role at all levels of the Vietnamese administration. The result was a compromise between those who wanted to confine American participation to an advisory role and those who favored the immediate introduction of combat troops. The latter school was far from unanimous about what the mission of American combat troops ought to be; they were at one only in vastly underestimating the magnitude of the problem. Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense William Bundy estimated that the introduction of up to 40,000 combat troops, as recommended by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had a 70 percent chance of “arresting things.”35 Because guerrilla war has rarely discovered a halfway point between victory and defeat, “arresting things” would, of course, likely postpone the moment of decision while staking America’s global credibility.

Bureaucratic compromise often reflects the unconscious hope that something will happen in the interim to cause the problem to go away. But in the case of Vietnam, there was no conceivable basis for such a hope. With the official estimates ranging between 40,000 men for stalemate and 205,000 men for victory (the estimate of Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and the Joint Chiefs of Staff), the Kennedy administration had to view the commitment of 8,000 troops (Taylor and Rostow’s recommendation for increasing the American advisory role) as either woefully inadequate or as a first installment in an ever greater American role. And while odds of 70 percent for “arresting things” might seem attractive, they needed to be weighed against the global impact of a disaster such as France had suffered. Failure, of course, would be 100 percent.

The momentum was clearly all in the direction of further increases, as Kennedy had not changed his assessment of what was at stake. On November 14, 1961, he told his staff that the United States’s reaction to Communist “aggression” would be “examined on both sides of the Iron Curtain…as a measure of the administration’s intentions and determination.” If America chose to negotiate rather than to send reinforcements, it might “in fact be judged weaker than in Laos.”36 He rejected a proposal from Averell Harriman, who was negotiating the Laos Accords on Vietnam, for a “negotiation” to implement the Geneva Accords of 1954, a euphemism for abandoning the effort to protect South Vietnam.

However, if negotiation was rejected and reinforcement treated as inevitable, an open-ended American commitment could only be avoided if Hanoi backed off—an outcome that would have required massive, not incremental, reinforcement, assuming it was achievable at all. The Kennedy administration was not prepared to grasp the nettle: the most dangerous course was gradual escalation.

The American objective, according to Roger Hilsman, then Director of the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research, was to reduce the Vietcong to “hungry, marauding bands of outlaws devoting all their energies to staying alive.”37 But what guerrilla war in history offered a precedent for such an outcome? In Malaya, it had taken 80,000 British and twice that number of Malayan troops some thirteen years to defeat an opponent numbering no more than 10,000 and who had no significant outside support or secure lines of communication, and few opportunities of adding to its numbers. In Vietnam, the guerrilla army numbered in the tens of thousands, and the North had organized itself as the rear area for the struggle, had built base areas along hundreds of miles of border, and retained the permanent option of intervening with an experienced North Vietnamese army whenever the guerrilla army came under too much pressure.

America had maneuvered itself into what could at best be a stalemate, according to the Bundy estimate’s requirement of 40,000 troops, of which it was still well short. When Kennedy took office, the number of American military personnel in Vietnam was close to 900. By the end of 1961, it had risen to 3,164; by the time Kennedy was assassinated in 1963, the figure was at 16,263, with more in the pipeline. The military situation, however, had not significantly improved.

The more America’s military role in South Vietnam expanded, the more America emphasized political reform. And, the more insistent Washington became on domestic change, the more it Americanized the war. In his first defense review, on March 28, 1961, Kennedy restated his central theme: that, no matter how powerful America’s strategic weapons were, it could nevertheless be nibbled away slowly at the peripheries “by forces of subversion, infiltration, intimidation, indirect or non-overt aggression, internal revolution, diplomatic blackmail, guerrilla warfare”38—dangers which could, in the end, only be overcome by political and social reform enabling the potential victims to help themselves.

The Kennedy administration took for a truism what would turn out to be one of Indochina’s many insoluble dilemmas: the insistence on simultaneous political reform and military victory. This set up a vicious circle. Within wide limits, the guerrillas were in a position to determine the intensity of warfare, and hence the level of security which was, in the short run, quite independent of the pace of reform. The greater the insecurity, the more heavy-handed the Saigon government was likely to become. And as long as Washington considered guerrilla successes the result, even in part, of lagging reform, Hanoi could maneuver in a way that would magnify American pressures on the Saigon government it was seeking to undermine. Trapped between fanatical ideologues in Hanoi and inexperienced idealists in Washington, Diem’s government froze into rigidity and was eventually ground down.

Every new American administration had sought to make increased aid to Vietnam conditional on reform. Eisenhower had done so in 1954; Kennedy was even more insistent in 1961, linking a massive increase of aid to obtaining for the United States an advisory role on all levels of government. Predictably, Diem refused; leaders of independent struggles rarely see merit in exchanging colonialism for tutelage. Senator Mike Mansfield, visiting Vietnam at the end of 1962, reversed his own earlier judgment and agreed that the Diem government “appears more removed from, rather than closer to, the achievement of popularly responsible and responsive government.”39

Relations between the administration and the Diem government deteriorated throughout 1963. Media reporting from Saigon, which until then had been supportive of America’s involvement, turned hostile. The journalists did not on the whole question American objectives, as they would later, but the feasibility of bringing about a democratic, non-Communist South Vietnam in association with a ruler like Diem. Diem was even accused of considering compromise with Hanoi—the very course which, a few years later, a subsequent South Vietnamese President, Nguyen Van Thieu, would be condemned for rejecting.

The final break with Diem was provoked by a conflict between the South Vietnamese Buddhists and the Saigon government, which had issued an edict prohibiting the flying of flags by sects, religious groups, or political parties. Implementing the order, troops fired at protesting Buddhist demonstrators, killing several of them in Hue on May 8, 1963. The protesters had real grievances which were soon taken up by the international media—though the lack of democracy was not one of them. The Buddhists, who were as authoritarian as Diem, refused to state any terms to which Diem might have responded, had he been so inclined. Paralyzed by the guerrilla war and by its own inadequacies, the Diem government refused to make concessions. Washington multiplied its pressure on Diem to do so, and urged the removal of his brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, who was in charge of the security forces, a démarche which Diem interpreted as designed to leave him at the mercy of his enemies. The final breach occurred on August 21, when Nhu’s agents raided a number of pagodas and arrested 1,400 monks.

On August 24, newly arrived Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge was instructed to demand Nhu’s removal and to warn Diem that, if he refused, the United States must “face the possibility that Diem himself cannot be preserved.”40 Saigon’s military leaders were to be put on formal notice that future American aid depended on the removal of Nhu, something Lodge’s Vietnamese interlocutors understood to mean that Diem had to be overthrown. Kennedy and McNamara subsequently repeated essentially the same demands publicly. Lest the generals failed to appreciate the hint, they were told that the United States would provide them with “direct support in any interim period of breakdown of central government mechanism.”41 It took the South Vietnamese generals nearly two months to gather their courage and to act on proddings by their insistent ally. Finally, on November 1, they overthrew Diem, killing him and Nhu in the process.

By encouraging Diem’s overthrow, America cast its involvement in Vietnam in concrete. Every revolutionary war is ultimately about undermining governmental legitimacy; Diem’s overthrow achieved that objective for Hanoi. As a consequence of Diem’s personal style of government, his removal affected every tier of civil administration down to the village level. Authority now had to be rebuilt from the ground up. And history teaches this iron law of revolutions: the more extensive the eradication of existing authority, the more its successors must rely on naked power to establish themselves. For, in the end, legitimacy implies the acceptance of authority without compulsion; its absence turns every contest into a test of strength. Prior to the coup, there had always existed, at least in theory, the possibility that America would refuse to become directly involved in military operations, much as Eisenhower had done when he pulled back from the brink over Dien Bien Phu. As the coup had been justified to facilitate a more effective prosecution of the war, withdrawal disappeared as a policy option.

Moreover, Diem’s removal did not unify the people behind the generals, as Washington had hoped. In 1964 alone, seven more changes of government took place, none of which brought about a semblance of democracy. Diem’s successors, lacking his prestige as a nationalist and as a mandarin-style father figure, had little choice but to turn the war over to the Americans—with the result that “the question was not going to be how to encourage a regime in South Vietnam that America could support, but of finding one that would support her in keeping up the struggle against the jubilant Communists.”42

The power brokers in Hanoi grasped the opportunity immediately. A Communist Party Central Committee meeting in December 1963 laid down the new strategy: guerrilla units would be strengthened, and infiltration into the South accelerated. Most important, North Vietnamese regular units would be introduced: “It is time for the North to increase aid to the South, the North must bring into further play its role as the revolutionary base for the whole nation.”43 Soon thereafter, the 325th North Vietnamese regular division began moving into the South. Before the coup, infiltration from the North had consisted largely of Southerners who had been regrouped in 1954; afterward, the percentage of Northerners rose steadily until, after the Tet offensive of 1968, nearly all the infiltrators were North Vietnamese. With the introduction of regular North Vietnamese army units, both sides crossed their Rubicons.

Shortly after Diem’s overthrow, Kennedy was assassinated. The new President, Lyndon Baines Johnson, interpreted intervention by regular North Vietnamese units as a classic case of overt aggression. The difference between the two sides by then was that Hanoi was implementing a strategy, while Washington was riven by competing theories, none of which was pressed to its conclusion.

Suspended between its yearning for a nonmilitary victory and its foreboding of a military disaster, the new administration faced a quandary. On December 21, 1963, McNamara reported to President Johnson that the security situation within South Vietnam had become very disturbing. America could no longer avoid facing the choice which had been implicit all along: dramatic escalation of its military involvement or the collapse of South Vietnam. The Kennedy administration had feared intervening on the side of an undemocratic ally; the Johnson administration feared abandoning the new, undemocratic Saigon government more than it did participation in the war.

In retrospect, the last moment at which America could have withdrawn from Vietnam at tolerable—although still heavy—cost would have been either just before or just after Diem was overthrown. In light of what followed, it would have been easier for America to disengage by letting Diem collapse of his own inadequacies or, at a minimum, by not standing in the way of the negotiations he was suspected of planning with Hanoi. Kennedy had been analytically correct to reject any such scheme on the ground that it would inevitably lead to a Communist takeover. The problem was that America was prepared neither to face the implications of the remedy nor to accept the probable outcome of letting matters run their course.

Kennedy’s assassination made America’s extrication from Vietnam even more difficult. If indeed Kennedy had realized that America had embarked on an unsustainable course—as has been argued by some of his entourage—he needed to reverse only his own decisions; Johnson, on the other hand, would have had to jettison what appeared to be the policy of a revered fallen predecessor, especially as none of the advisers inherited from Kennedy made the recommendation to disengage; indeed, they urged full-scale military commitment (with the notable exception of Undersecretary of State George Ball, who, however, was not in the inner circle). It would have taken a leader of truly extraordinary self-confidence to undertake a retreat of such magnitude so soon after taking office. And when it came to foreign policy, Johnson was extremely unsure of himself.

The new President would have done well to undertake an analysis of whether the military and political objectives on behalf of which America had already invested so much were attainable, by what means, and over what period of time. Still, had such an analysis been undertaken, the outcome almost certainly would not have been significantly different. McNamara’s Defense Department and National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy’s White House staffs were gluttons for analysis; the trouble was that they had no criteria to assess a challenge so at variance with the American experience.

In August 1964, a presumed North Vietnamese attack on the U.S. destroyer Maddox led to an American retaliatory strike against North Vietnam that was endorsed nearly unanimously by the Senate via the so-called Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. This resolution was used in turn to justify continuous air raids a few months later. In February 1965, an attack on an American advisers barracks in the Central Highlands city of Pleiku triggered an American retaliatory raid on North Vietnam, which quickly turned into a systematic bombing campaign code-named Rolling Thunder. By July 1965, American combat units were fully committed, and the American troop presence began to grow, reaching 543,000 by early 1969.

Subsequently, the issue of whether the Johnson administration had been entirely candid with the American people about the attack on the Maddox became part of the increasingly acrimonious Vietnam debate. It was used to discredit both the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution and America’s participation in combat. To be sure, the Tonkin Resolution was not based on a full presentation of the facts, even allowing for the confusion of combat. But neither was it a major factor in America’s commitment to ground combat in Vietnam. Rather, it was a small step along a road which would have brought America to the same destination, given the convictions of all the leading personalities. The cause of the frustration of Vietnam was not the way in which America entered the war, but that it did so without a more careful assessment of the likely costs and potential outcomes. A nation should not send half a million military personnel to a distant continent or stake its international standing and domestic cohesion unless its leaders are in a position to describe victory. This implies a definition of attainable political goals and a realistic strategy for achieving them.

One of the principal lessons of the Korean war ought to have been that protracted, inconclusive wars shatter America’s domestic consensus. Yet Washington seemed to have gleaned exactly the opposite lesson: that the source of frustration in Korea had been MacArthur’s advance to the Yalu and his quest for all-out victory. In this view, the Korean war was interpreted as a success because it prevented a Communist victory. America’s involvement in Vietnam became consciously confined to a similar goal: without triggering Chinese intervention, to demonstrate to North Vietnam that it would not be permitted to take over South Vietnam and that, therefore, its only choice was negotiation. But negotiation for what end—especially in view of an enemy who equated compromise with defeat?

Theoretically, only two strategies have any chance of prevailing in a guerrilla war. One is essentially defensive and seeks to deprive the adversary of control of the population. General Taylor seemed to have had such a strategy in mind when he recommended establishing a series of enclaves protected by American forces while the South Vietnamese army would seek to prevent consolidation of a clearly defined Communist zone without trying to hold every last district day and night. The second possible strategy is to attack targets that the guerrillas have to defend, such as sanctuaries, supply depots, and home bases—for example, by interdicting the Ho Chi Minh Trail by ground forces and blockading both North Vietnam and the Cambodian ports servicing the sanctuaries. That strategy—at least conceptually—might have produced the relatively rapid war of attrition which the American military sought so desperately—and forced a negotiated outcome.

What could not work was the strategy that America in fact adopted: the mirage of establishing 100 percent security in 100 percent of the country, and seeking to wear down the guerrillas by search and destroy operations. No matter how large the expeditionary force, it could never prove sufficient against an enemy whose supply lines lay outside of Vietnam and who possessed extensive sanctuaries immune to attack and a ferocious will. At the end of 1966, North Vietnamese Premier Pham Van Dong told Harrison Salisbury of the New York Times that, although the United States was far stronger militarily, it would lose in the end because more Vietnamese than Americans were prepared to die for Vietnam.44

Johnson meanwhile resolutely rejected any territorial “expansion” of the war. Elite opinion in America had convinced itself that the four Indochinese states were separate entities, even though the Communists had been treating them as a single theater of operation for two decades. Moreover, Washington’s assessment of the overall international context left it too preoccupied with Chinese intervention, ignoring Mao’s statement that Chinese armies would not go abroad, which was reiterated by Mao to Edgar Snow, an American journalist sympathetic to the Chinese Communists. Thus it was that, in two separate wars a decade and a half apart, America paid a price for not taking Chinese statements seriously: in Korea, it had ignored Chinese warnings and marched to the Yalu, triggering Chinese intervention; in Vietnam, it had failed to understand strong hints by the Chinese that they would not intervene, causing America to reject the only strategy that might have brought victory.*

Though Washington was trying to prove that aggression does not pay and that guerrilla war was not going to be the wave of the future, it did not understand how its adversary calculated the costs and benefits. Johnson thought the way out was to demonstrate moderation, to reassure Hanoi, and to offer compromise. Yet all of these moves were much more likely to convince Hanoi to persist. Americans across the political spectrum kept appealing to Hanoi to participate in some democratic outcome, and racked their brains to devise workable election schemes. Yet none of the staples of American thought on international affairs held the slightest attraction for Hanoi except as tools by which to confuse its adversaries. Having established one of the world’s most rigorous dictatorships, the Hanoi Politburo would never accept simply becoming one political party among many in the South—the core of the schemes presented by those most eager to end the war by negotiation. Hanoi had no conceivable incentive to stop using force; after all, it was bound to win as long as it did not lose, and it was certainly not losing.

Johnson wanted the Communist leaders in Hanoi to understand that

…the minute you realize that a military victory is out of the question and you turn from the use of force, you will find us ready and willing to reciprocate…. We want an honorable peace in Vietnam. In your hands is the key to that peace. You only have to turn it.45


Johnson did not deserve the hatred and ridicule which such appeals evoked. He was, after all, restating traditional American verities. But neither he nor his society had any concepts for an adversary who found such reassurances derisory; an adversary, moreover, to whom the American definition of compromise sounded like a call for surrender in the struggle of a lifetime.

To the tough, dedicated leaders in Hanoi, the concept of stability had no operational meaning. They had spent their adult lives fighting for victory, first against France, now against a superpower. In the name of Communism, they had brought incredible suffering to their people. “Leaving their neighbor alone” was the one thing Hanoi’s leaders were inherently unable to do.

Once the tide of American public opinion turned against the war, Johnson’s critics blamed him ever more stridently for the diplomatic stalemate. Insofar as these charges implied that Johnson was reluctant to negotiate, they missed the point. Johnson’s eagerness to start negotiations was palpable to the point of being self-defeating. And it convinced Hanoi that procrastination was likely to elicit ever more generous offers. Johnson ordered one bombing pause after another, leaving no doubt that the United States would pay a significant unreciprocated entrance price just to get the negotiations started; Hanoi had every incentive to make that price as high as possible.

Almost by accident I had an opportunity to observe—and play a role in—the desperate efforts of President Johnson to find a way out of the war. In the summer of 1967, I attended one of the so-called Pugwash Conferences of scientists concerned with nuclear disarmament. Two participants who had heard of my visits to Indochina approached me with what seemed like an intriguing proposition. Raymond Aubrac, an official of the World Health Organization, had become acquainted with Ho Chi Minh in 1946, when the Vietnamese Communist leader had stayed at his home in Paris during negotiations with France. Aubrac offered to visit Hanoi, accompanied by a fellow scientist, Herbert Marcovich, to appeal personally to Ho Chi Minh on the subject of negotiations. I informed William Bundy, the Assistant Secretary of State, and Defense Secretary McNamara. They encouraged the visit, provided that the two scientists traveled in a private capacity and did not purport to represent official American views.

Aubrac and Marcovich journeyed to Hanoi, where they were received by Ho Chi Minh. After delivering a ritualized condemnation of American “aggression,” Ho Chi Minh hinted that Hanoi would be willing to negotiate provided America stopped bombing North Vietnam. Mai Van Bo, Hanoi’s diplomatic representative in Paris, was designated as the official contact.

Several exchanges followed by means of a complicated and decidedly undiplomatic procedure. Since Hanoi would not communicate directly with Washington prior to a bombing halt, I, a private citizen, served as intermediary. Even so, Hanoi, hoarding its every last negotiating chip, would not authorize its representative to deal with even an unofficial American. Thus, messages were passed to me from Washington, usually by Secretary McNamara, and then from me on to the two Frenchmen, who would deliver them to Mai Van Bo with whatever explanations I had been authorized to provide. McNamara was desperate to end the war, and repeatedly implored me to extract from my invisible interlocutors any hint, however oblique, that would enable him to promote the cause of a negotiated outcome.

In pursuit of that strange negotiation, I attended part of the meeting between President Johnson and his advisers in the Cabinet Room at which an American offer was prepared. The participants were Dean Rusk, the Secretary of State; Nicholas Katzenbach, Undersecretary of State; McNamara; Rostow; and Abe Fortas, then an unofficial adviser to Johnson. It was a melancholy experience. Clearly, Johnson’s every instinct rebelled against a halt in bombing. Unsure as he was of his mastery of foreign policy, Johnson had had enough experience in politics to doubt the benefit of opening a negotiation with a unilateral concession. Yet he was desperate to end the war, battered as he was by domestic critics and unwilling to overrule advisers who were eager to attempt diplomacy. In the end, Johnson yielded. The upshot was the so-called San Antonio formula, devised after I had left the room, which Johnson presented in a speech in that city on September 29, 1967.

The San Antonio proposal turned into one of the turning points of the war. America offered to stop military action against North Vietnam—a precise obligation—in return for “productive” talks, so long as Hanoi did not take advantage of the bombing halt. No criteria were put forward to define either “productive” or “advantage.” Yet, having demonstrated its capacity to manipulate the American domestic debate, Hanoi could have had few doubts that any American attempt to abrogate a bombing halt would be both controversial and time-consuming. Taking “no advantage” certainly did not seem to oblige Hanoi to stop guerrilla warfare, or, for that matter, to abandon anything it was already doing; at most, the provision meant that Hanoi was not to escalate a winning strategy. Hanoi turned the San Antonio formula down in 1967 but, aware of the floor under its risks, returned to it after the Tet offensive in 1968.

Criticism of America’s Vietnam policy had started out fairly conventionally, with reasonable questions being raised about whether the war could be won and about the relationship of means to ends. On March 11, 1968, Walter Lippmann applied his already well-established critique of containment to Vietnam. America, he argued, had overextended itself, and the policy of containment was destroying any rational balance between national goals and the resources by which they might be achieved. Withdrawal, in that view, would strengthen America’s overall geopolitical position.

The critics of the war traveled along the same road as the leaders who were conducting it, only in the opposite direction. They began by basing opposition on eminently practical grounds: the war was unwinnable; the costs exceeded the benefits; and America was overextending itself. But the critics, who were the products of the same American idealism, rapidly extended their critique to the moral plane as well in two stages: first, on the ground that, morally, there was really little difference between Hanoi and Saigon, which dispensed with the ideological reason for the war, and, second, that America’s persistence in the war reflected not flawed practical judgment but a moral rot at the core of the American system. As a result, a policy which had enjoyed nearly universal support turned, in the course of two years, into an indictment of the morality of America’s entire foreign policy and, a short while later, into a critique of American society itself.

In 1968, the noted New York Times columnist James Reston asked the question which had been tormenting so many Americans. “What is the end that justifies this slaughter? How will we save Vietnam if we destroy it in the battle?”46

Television was then just coming into its own. The regular evening newscasts were attracting audiences in the tens of millions, far more people than even the most popular print journalists could ever hope to reach in a lifetime. And they possessed the advantage of visual images to provide a running editorial commentary. The newscasts reflected a craving for drama and showmanship that, even with the best of intentions, could not always be balanced, if only because it was technically impossible to cover the atrocities the Vietcong were committing in the areas under their control. The news anchor turned into a political figure, in the sense that only a president could have reached as many people—and not with such regularity.

Throughout the postwar era, Americans had responded to their leaders’ appeals for sacrifice in order to assist distant societies. In the crucible of Vietnam, America’s exceptionalism—the belief in the universal application of American values—which had conferred such momentum on postwar reconstruction, began turning on itself and adopting a kind of moral scorched-earth policy. As casualties mounted, the critique of American foreign policy shifted from challenging the effectiveness of the policy to questioning the necessity for it—from an assault on the worthiness of America’s Vietnamese ally to challenging the worthiness of America, not just in Vietnam but globally as well.

What lent a special poignancy to the attacks on America’s fitness to conduct a global policy was that they originated to a large extent in the universities and the intellectual community, which up to that time had produced the dedicated defenders of America’s international idealism.47 Now, challenging the assumptions of twenty years of bipartis an foreign policy, the radical wing of the Vietnam protest movement ridiculed anti-Communism as being archaic. No less a figure than Hans Morgenthau, the doyen of American philosophers of the national interest, was moved to a proclamation of America’s immorality: “When we talk about the violation of the rules of war, we must keep in mind that the fundamental violation, from which all other specific violations follow, is the very waging of this kind of war.”48

In the post–World War II period, America had been fortunate to have never had to choose between its moral convictions and its strategic analysis. All of its key decisions had been readily justified as both promoting democracy and resisting aggression. South Vietnam, however, could by no stretch of the imagination be described as democratic. All of Diem’s successor regimes felt beleaguered; South Vietnamese generals, who up to that time had been unknown to the public, were less than anxious to test their popularity at the polls. A convincing argument might have been made for the proposition that Saigon’s new rulers were far less repressive than Hanoi’s. That argument was, in fact, often made but never taken seriously. Moral relativism was unacceptable to a nation brought up on faith in the absolute distinction between good and evil.

Critics increasingly argued that, if Saigon failed to meet full democratic standards—which they knew in their hearts to be impossible—it deserved to be jettisoned altogether. As time went on, the Domino Theory, the central security premise on which the defense of Vietnam had been based for nearly two decades, was first abandoned and then ridiculed.

Johnson reacted to his critics by appealing to the orthodoxies of his predecessors, from Truman through Kennedy. But these had already begun to sound outdated, even irrelevant, to the critics. His offers for unconditional negotiations were rejected by Hanoi’s leaders, who were far too subtle to provide a safety valve for America’s domestic upheaval. To stem the tide, Johnson gradually modified his negotiating position, moving from demanding North Vietnamese withdrawal before America would stop hostilities to the San Antonio formula for suspending bombing prior to negotiations, and from refusing to talk to Hanoi’s front in the South, the National Liberation Front (or NLF), to agreeing to talk to individual representatives of it, and, finally, to conceding NLF participation as a political entity in the negotiations. He also tried to tempt Hanoi with an economic aid program for all of Indochina. Each of these moves was dismissed by Hanoi as inadequate, and by the majority of U.S. domestic critics as insincere.

The administration’s more moderate critics urged a negotiated compromise. The real obstacle to that, however, was not Washington but Hanoi. The North Vietnamese Communists had not spent a lifetime in mortal struggle to end it by sharing power or by de-escalating the guerrilla war, their most effective means of pressure. Johnson’s frequent assurances that he would be flexible and open-minded seemed to Hanoi as either naïveté or political cynicism.

Ironically, America would have to pay the same price for compromise that it would for victory. Hanoi would accept compromise only if it felt too weak to win—that is, after it had been defeated. America would be able to show moderation only after the war, not during it. All the standard “solutions”—of both the administration and its moderate critics (myself included)—were rendered irrelevant by Hanoi’s implacable determination. A cease-fire, which to Americans seemed a desirable way of ending the killing, would, in Hanoi’s view, remove America’s incentive to withdraw. A coalition government that was more than a mere fig leaf on the road to a Communist takeover seemed to Hanoi’s leaders to guarantee Saigon’s survival.

The real choice before America was not between victory and compromise, but between victory and defeat. The difference between North Vietnam and America was that Hanoi grasped that reality while neither Johnson nor his moderate critics would bring themselves to admit it. The practitioners of Realpolitik in Hanoi were convinced that the fate of Vietnam would be settled by the balance of forces on the ground—not at the conference table.

In retrospect, there can be little question that America did not need to pay any price for the opening of negotiations. Hanoi had decided to negotiate before America’s 1968 presidential election, if only to deter both political parties—but especially the Republicans—from an intensified prosecution of the war by committing it to a negotiating process. But Hanoi’s leaders would not enter negotiations without first making an effort to tilt the military balance in their own direction. Hence the Tet offensive, which occurred during the lunar new year, or Tet. In each year of the guerrilla war, including 1968, a truce had been agreed on for the holiday. Nevertheless, on January 30, Communist forces launched a broad offensive against thirty South Vietnamese provincial capitals. Achieving total surprise, they seized key targets in Saigon, reaching even the grounds of the United States embassy and General William Westmoreland’s command headquarters. The ancient capital of Hue fell to the Communists and was held by them for twenty-five days.

Militarily, Tet is now generally recognized as a significant Communist defeat.49 It was the first time that the guerrillas surfaced and engaged in open combat. The decision to launch a nationwide assault forced them to fight on battlefields they normally would not have chosen. Superior American firepower wiped out almost the entire guerrilla infrastructure, just as U.S. Army textbooks had predicted. Throughout the remainder of the war, the Vietcong guerrillas ceased being an effective force; almost all of the fighting was done by the North Vietnamese army’s regular units.

Nevertheless, the Tet offensive turned into a major psychological victory for Hanoi. One can reflect with some melancholy on the course of events had, in its aftermath, American leaders stepped up pressure on the North Vietnamese regular combat units, which were now deprived of their guerrilla shield. Had Johnson done so, it is probable that he would have achieved the unconditional negotiations he was so desperately seeking, and maybe even an unconditional cease-fire. This is suggested by the rapidity—less than seventy-two hours—with which Hanoi accepted Johnson’s renewed offer to negotiate, which was coupled with a unilateral partial bombing halt based on the San Antonio formula.

American leaders, however, had had enough and not because public opinion had deserted them. Polls showed that 61 percent of the American people considered themselves hawks, 23 percent doves, while 70 percent favored continuation of the bombing.50 Those who abandoned the struggle were the very Establishment figures who had urged intervention in the first place. Johnson assembled a group of leaders from previous administrations, including such stalwarts as Dean Acheson, John McCloy, the “dean” of the Establishment who had served in many high positions, McGeorge Bundy, and Douglas Dillon, the former Secretary of the Treasury. By a large majority, they advised that escalation be ended and the liquidation of the war begun.

On February 27, 1968, television anchorman Walter Cronkite, then at the height of his influence, sent shock waves through the White House by predicting failure:

It seems now more certain than ever that the bloody experience of Vietnam is to end in a stalemate. This summer’s almost certain standoff will either end in real give-and-take negotiations or terrible escalation; and for every means we have to escalate, the enemy can match us.51


The Wall Street Journal, which up to that point had supported the administration, also jumped ship, asking rhetorically whether developments were “making hash of our original commendable objectives?…If practically nothing is to be left of government or nation, what is there to be saved for what?”52 On March 10, NBC television concluded a special program on Vietnam with what was fast turning into a common refrain: “Laying aside all other arguments, the time is at hand when we must decide whether it is futile to destroy Vietnam in order to save it.”53Time magazine joined the chorus on March 15: “Nineteen sixty-eight has brought home the awareness that victory in Viet Nam—or even a favorable settlement—may simply be beyond the grasp of the world’s greatest power.”54

Under the impact of such attacks, Johnson buckled. On March 31, 1968, he announced a unilateral partial bombing halt for the area north of the 20th parallel (that is, the heavily populated part of North Vietnam), to be followed by a total bombing halt as soon as substantive negotiations began. He indicated that no further significant reinforcements would be sent to Vietnam, and again repeated the oft-invoked reassurance that “our objective in South Vietnam has never been the annihilation of the enemy.”55 Finally, he also announced that he would not stand for reelection. The President who had sent 500,000 troops to Southeast Asia would leave their extrication to his successor.

By simultaneously de-escalating, renouncing his candidacy, and offering negotiations, Johnson embarked America on a treacherous passage. His aspirant successors vied with one another in making promises of peace, but without defining the term. Thus were created the conditions for public disillusionment once negotiations actually started. Hanoi had gained a bombing halt in exchange for essentially nothing but procedural talks, and was given the opportunity to restore its infrastructure in the South, albeit with North Vietnamese personnel. It had no incentive to settle with Johnson, and every temptation to repeat the same test of strength with his successor.

  

* In September 1965, the same misunderstanding would occur during the Johnson administration with respect to China, when Chinese Defense Minister Lin Piao’s manifesto on “People’s War” spoke grandly of “encircling” the world’s industrial powers by revolutions throughout the Third World.30 The Johnson administration interpreted this as a warning that China might intervene in Hanoi, ignoring Lin’s subtext, which stressed the need for self-reliance on would-be revolutionaries. Reinforced by Mao’s comment that Chinese armies did not go abroad, it was meant as well to provide a strong hint that China did not intend to become involved again in Communist wars of liberation. Apparently both sides in the Korean war had learned the same lesson; they were determined not to repeat it.

* All this is clearer to me with hindsight. My own views evolved only gradually, paralleling the increasing ambivalence of our society, as I shall discuss in the next chapter.








2

Evolution of a Strategy




What the Nixon Administration Found

On January 20, 1969, when Nixon took his oath of office, over a half million American troops were in Vietnam, and the number was still rising toward the ceiling of 549,500 that had been established by the previous administration in April 1968. (The actual peak of troop strength was 543,000 in April 1969.) The cost of the Vietnam effort had been $30 billion in fiscal year 1969.* American casualties had been averaging 200 men killed in action per week during the second half of 1968; a total of 14,592 Americans died in combat in 1968. On January 20, the cumulative total of Americans killed in action in Vietnam since 1961 stood at over 31,000; South Vietnamese casualties were close to 90,000.

The fighting was stalemated. The Tet offensive had been defeated in 1968, but it undermined public support for the war in America. The bombing halt multiplied pressures for withdrawal. The regular forces of South Vietnam numbered 826,000; they were also increasingly well equipped. But their task was daunting: to guard a jungle frontier of 600 miles and at the same time assure security for the population. And while the Vietcong cadres had been decimated in the Tet offensive, North Vietnamese regular army forces took up the slack. Almost all of the fighting was now done by North Vietnamese regular army units—contrary to the mythology of a “people’s war.”

The need to understand what America was facing produced the first study directive issued by the new administration. In National Security Study Memorandum (NSSM) 1, entitled “Situation in Vietnam,” I requested the departments and agencies to respond to twenty-eight major and fifty subsidiary questions to pinpoint controversial issues and different points of view. Each agency was asked to respond separately and to describe any disagreements with other agencies.

Unfortunately, questions sometimes confirm the perplexities that have given rise to them rather than lead to their resolution. The responses to the NSSM 1 questionnaire arrived in February; the NSC staff summarized and analyzed them in a forty-four-page paper that was circulated to the members of the NSC Review Group on March 14.1 Perhaps not surprisingly, the summary found that the bureaucracy was divided along lines very similar to those dividing the rest of the country. There was a relatively optimistic school of thought that included Ellsworth Bunker (the U.S. ambassador in Saigon), the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Abrams (the commander in Vietnam), and Admiral John McCain (the commander of the Pacific theater). This group believed that the North Vietnamese had agreed to peace talks in Paris because of their military weakness, that pacification gains were real and “should hold up,” and that “the tides are favorable.” The opposite point of view reflected the civilian side of the Pentagon, the Central Intelligence Agency, and to a lesser extent the State Department. It acknowledged the improvements in South Vietnamese capabilities but held that “these have produced essentially a stalemate.” It argued that pacification gains were “inflated and fragile,” that “inadequate political progress” was being made, that the enemy was not dealing from weakness either in Paris or on the ground, and that “a compromise settlement is the only feasible outcome for Vietnam.” There were, in addition, significant disagreements within the intelligence community over such elementary facts as the size and deployment of enemy forces, and the importance of Cambodia, particularly the port of Sihanoukville, as a supply route.

Politically South Vietnam seemed more stable than at any time in the previous four years. Nguyen Van Thieu, a northerner by birth, had been elected President in 1967 and broadened his government to include respected nationalists, such as Prime Minister Tran Van Huong. The American embassy in Saigon estimated that a Communist infrastructure still existed in 80 percent of the hamlets. Sixty-five percent of the total population and 81 percent of the rural population were estimated to be subject to some Communist influence, if only to Communist levies on their rice and agricultural production.

In the second half of 1968, General Creighton “Abe” Abrams had replaced General William Westmoreland as United States commander in Vietnam. Abrams had been a tank commander under George Patton in the Second World War and had led the battalion that broke the German siege of Bastogne in the Battle of the Bulge. Abrams had altered the American strategy in Vietnam by abandoning large-scale offensive operations against the Communist main forces and concentrating on protecting the population, which was the real prize of the war. American troops were deployed for defense in depth around major cities. In pursuit of that objective, he had redeployed two American divisions from the northern part of the country to the more populated southern part.

Another legacy inherited by the Nixon administration was the halt to U.S. bombing, which had come about for essentially two reasons. Opponents of the war had focused on the bombing partly because it was something the United States could halt unilaterally (unlike the rest of the fighting), partly because Hanoi had skillfully suggested that an end of the bombing would lead to rapid negotiation and negotiation would produce a quick settlement. On March 31, 1968, President Johnson announced his withdrawal from the presidential race and a bombing halt above the 20th parallel. A negotiation began in Paris between the United States and the Democratic Republic of Vietnam,* confined to the question of starting substantive talks in return for a complete bombing halt. On November 1, President Johnson agreed to a complete bombing halt, though bombing of the North Vietnamese supply corridor through Laos (the so-called Ho Chi Minh Trail) and reconnaissance flights continued. There was an “understanding” that there would be “no indiscriminate attacks on the major cities” (such as Saigon, Danang, and Hué); no firing of artillery, rockets, or mortars from, across, and within the DMZ; no movement of troops from, across, or within the DMZ; and no massing or movement of troops near the DMZ “in a manner threatening to the other side.” Hanoi never explicitly agreed to these provisions but rather “assented by silence” to unilateral American statements to that effect. These were reinforced by an assurance from Soviet Premier Alexei Kosygin to President Johnson in a letter of October 28, 1968, that “doubts with regard to the position of the Vietnamese side are groundless.” American chief negotiator Averell Harriman told the North Vietnamese in Paris on November 4 that indiscriminate attacks on the major cities “would create a situation which would not permit serious talks and thus the maintenance of a cessation [of the bombing].”

The bombing halt was an extraordinarily ambiguous arrangement. What did indiscriminate shelling mean? Was discriminate shelling allowed? What was the meaning of the arrangements regarding the DMZ, since the DMZ had been respected throughout the previous period—probably as an inhibition against a ground invasion from South Vietnam? There was the oddity that the bombing halt proscribed the bombing of belligerent North Vietnam but allowed the continued bombing of the supply corridors through “neutral” Laos.

Above all, the bombing halt did not lead rapidly to the productive talks Hanoi had led the Johnson administration to expect. The reason was that, no sooner was the bombing halt agreed to, than Hanoi insisted that the NLF, its front organization in South Vietnam, be included as an equal partner in the substantive talks—a first step toward delegitimizing the Saigon government as the government of South Vietnam. This was guaranteed to produce a deadlock. In every revolutionary conflict, the acceptance of the guerrillas as a negotiating partner has proved to be the single most important obstacle to negotiations, for it obliges the government to recognize the legal status of the enemy determined to overthrow it. This happened in the negotiations between France and the guerrillas in Algeria and between Israel and the PLO in the 1970s and 1980s before the Oslo agreement and again after the second intifada. A deadlock following the bombing halt was therefore nearly inevitable.

A generation later, a reckless journalist propagated the myth that Nixon produced this deadlock by conveying to Thieu that better terms were available if he waited for the Nixon administration. Therefore, according to this fairytale, Nixon and his associates bear a personal responsibility for all the casualties after 1968.2 What appears to have happened on the basis of memoirs, the public record, and circumstantial evidence is that, after Johnson received the breakthrough message from Kosygin on October 28, he informed Nixon that a bombing halt was imminent. Nixon may thereupon have sent a message to Thieu through intermediaries though Nixon never admitted this. It would have been highly inappropriate if true. But neither did the Johnson administration cover itself with glory in that respect. For in his memoirs, former Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobyrin has reported that, at the same time, Secretary of State Dean Rusk was urging the Soviet Union to speed up the negotiations in order to elect Hubert Humphrey, who was likely to offer better terms than his opponent.3

As it turned out, neither appeal made any difference. The bombing halt went into effect on November 1, whatever Nixon did. As to the substantive talks, Thieu needed no incentive to stonewall; agreeing to the legitimacy of the NLF would be tantamount to a major political defeat. Thieu was bound to dig in, whatever Nixon urged.

As for Hanoi, it was following a timetable established, at the latest, when it launched the Tet offensive. It had agreed within seventy-two hours to negotiations about a bombing halt in April and, in a style we came to learn well, had stalled for five months to exact the best possible terms. From their point of view, the optimum time to settle that limited issue was just before the elections. Afterward a lame-duck president might be tempted to resume full-scale bombing without restraint, and whichever president emerged would be under less time pressure to settle the issue.

Thus the imperatives of Saigon and Hanoi tended to cancel each other out and would have produced an initial deadlock no matter what Nixon told Thieu or Dean Rusk told Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin.

But the more vicious misrepresentation is that, but for the procedural deadlock—wrongly blamed on Nixon—peace would have been concluded in the last three months of the Johnson administration. An examination of the official positions of the two sides in the fall of 1968 shows that there was not the slightest possibility of this.

The official position of the Johnson administration, backed less than three months earlier by the Democratic Convention, called for the mutual withdrawal of all external forces, with the American withdrawal beginning only six months after the completion of the North Vietnamese retreat and only if the level of violence had subsided and internationally supervised free elections were in train. The Communist program announced by the NLF on November 3, 1968, two days after the bombing halt went into effect, demanded the unconditional unilateral withdrawal of United States forces and the overthrow of the Saigon government at the beginning of the process. There was no way to bridge this gap; this is why, in the public and private negotiations conducted by Harriman and Vance with Le Duc Tho, the principal North Vietnamese negotiator and a member of the Hanoi Politburo, no American comprehensive proposal was ever put forward.

Nor did Harriman or Vance during the transition make any suggestions to the incoming Nixon administration that could have led to a rapid breakthrough. They told us that a peace settlement should require the removal of all of North Vietnam’s troops and cadres and even the North Vietnamese fillers in guerrilla units. To supervise this, “some [US] forces may have to remain in Vietnam for a considerable period until we are satisfied that all the North Vietnamese have withdrawn.” Procedurally, Harriman (backed by Cyrus Vance, his deputy) favored a two-track approach, with the military issues to be discussed between the United States and North Vietnam and the political issues left to the Vietnamese parties.

The Nixon administration was later to adopt these procedural suggestions and put forward more flexible military terms only to see them rejected for four years. No agreement was imminent in 1968 because Hanoi was not prepared then or for the four years afterward to settle for anything other than total victory, including the unconditional withdrawal of all U.S. forces and the overthrow of the Saigon political structure.

As it turned out, Nixon helped break the procedural impasse in a way that enabled the departing Johnson administration to salvage a measure of success from the negotiating impasse. For three months, Saigon had resisted Hanoi’s proposal for a four-sided table at which Hanoi, the NLF, Saigon, and the United States were each accorded equal status. By this proposal Hanoi sought to use the beginnings of the negotiations to establish the NLF as an alternative government.

In mid-January, less than a week before Nixon’s inauguration, the Soviet Union suddenly offered a compromise on behalf of the North Vietnamese. The agreement that quickly emerged was a circular table without name-plates, flags, or markings—an arrangement ambiguous enough for the Communists to speak of four sides and for the United States and South Vietnam to speak of two sides (the allies versus the Communists). The Communists’ motive was transparent. If the deadlock continued into the new administration, the new President, whose public pronouncements certainly sounded tougher than his predecessor’s, might abrogate the bombing halt. If the deadlock were to be broken after the inauguration, the new administration would be able to use this sign of “progress” to strengthen its public support and therefore its endurance against the psychological warfare that Hanoi was about to unleash upon it. Settling with an outgoing administration in its last days in office solved both problems for the North Vietnamese.

It would have been easy to block the accord until after the inauguration on January 20. Saigon would surely have done so nearly automatically. But Nixon stood behind his Secretary of State-designate, William Rogers, in authorizing the outgoing Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, to urge Saigon to accept the compromise on behalf of the President-elect.

Nixon’s gesture was all the more generous because of the intransigent rebuff he had received from Hanoi even before he took the oath of office.

On December 20, 1968, Nixon had sent a message to the North Vietnamese summarizing his readiness for serious negotiations:


	The Nixon administration is prepared to undertake serious talks.

	These talks are to be based on the self-respect and sense of honor of all parties.

	The Nixon administration is prepared for an honorable settlement but for nothing less.

	If Hanoi wants, the Nixon administration would be willing to discuss ultimate objectives first.

	If Hanoi wishes to communicate some of their general ideas prior to January 20, they will be examined with a constructive attitude and in strictest confidence.



The North Vietnamese reply of December 31, 1968, was little concerned with honor or self-respect. It stated brutally two fundamental demands: the unilateral withdrawal of all American forces and the replacement of what Hanoi called the “Thieu-Ky-Huong clique,” its standard pejorative phrase for the leadership in Saigon with which Hanoi was supposed to be negotiating in Paris.

The Nixon administration inherited this looming deadlock amidst an increasingly deep domestic schism. With every month, opposition to the war became more organized and insistent. It was composed of many strands: pacifists, who hated war; pragmatists, who could discern no plausible outcome; isolationists, who wished to end American overseas involvement; idealists, repelled by the horrors of a war brought home for the first time on television. These groups were given focus by a minority expressing the inchoate rage of the 1960s with shock tactics, expressing their hatred of America—which they derided as “Amerika”—its “system,” and its “evil.” I will discuss their impact later in this chapter.

Groping for a Strategy: The North Vietnamese Offensive and the Bombing of Cambodia

The Nixon administration entered office determined to end American military involvement in Vietnam. But it almost immediately came up against the same dilemmas that had bedeviled its predecessors. For nearly a generation, the security and progress of free peoples had depended on confidence in America. Nixon believed that he could not simply walk away from an enterprise involving four administrations, five allied countries, and 31,000 dead as if he were switching a television channel. Many urged him to “emulate de Gaulle”; but they overlooked that it had taken de Gaulle five years to extricate France from Algeria and as an act of policy, not as a collapse.

Such an ending of the war was even more important for the United States. No serious policymaker could allow himself to succumb to the fashionable debunking of “prestige” or “honor” or “credibility.” For a great power to abandon a small ally to tyranny simply to obtain a respite from its own domestic travail seemed to Nixon—and still seems to me—profoundly immoral and destructive of efforts to build a new and ultimately more peaceful pattern of international relations. Clearly the American people wanted to end the war, but every poll, and indeed Nixon’s election (not to mention the 13 percent vote for pro-war George Wallace), made it equally evident that they saw their country’s aims as honorable and did not relish America’s humiliation. The new administration had to respect the concerns of the opponents of the war but also the views of the majority and the anguish of the families whose sons had suffered and died for their country and who did not want it determined—after the fact—that their sacrifice had been pointless.

Before the administration could even address the issue of negotiations, it found its energies absorbed by the need to respond to a countrywide offensive launched by Hanoi on February 22—or four weeks after Nixon took office.

The 1968 understanding with the North Vietnamese that led to the bombing halt included the “expectation” that there would be no indiscriminate attacks on major cities or across the DMZ. When Nixon took office, enemy infiltration was mounting, however, indicating that a new offensive was in the offing. It finally broke on February 22, the day before Nixon was leaving on his first visit to Europe as President. Its cost was 400 dead a week for a period of four months. Nearly half of all the casualties of the Nixon period were suffered in the first six months, 60 percent in the first year, as a result of a Communist offensive whose planning clearly antedated Nixon’s inauguration.

After four weeks of casualties—and about 1,500 dead Americans—Nixon responded by ordering what has entered the demonology on the Vietnam war as the “secret bombing of Cambodia.” In the presentations of its acolytes, this has produced a myth by which responsibility for the eventual abandonment of Cambodia has been justified. It runs like this:

Cambodia was a peaceful, happy land until America attacked it. There was no reason for this attack; it was the product of the psychosis of American leaders determined to act out their own insecurities on the prostrate body of an innocent people. American bombing turned a group of progressive revolutionaries, the Khmer Rouge, into demented murderers. By this self-hating hypothesis, American actions in 1969 and 1970 are held principally responsible for the genocide carried out by the Cambodian Communist rulers after we left in 1975—two years after all American military actions ceased—as well as for the suffering imposed by the North Vietnamese invasion of 1978.4This thesis can best be dealt with by describing the careful process by which the decision to attack the Cambodian sanctuaries was reached.

The only plan of the Johnson administration for dealing with an enemy offensive involved renewal of bombing of the North. On November 24, 1968, Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford had declared on ABC-TV’s Issues and Answers: “If they, at some time, show us that they are not serious and that they are not proceeding with good faith, I have no doubt whatsoever that the President will have to return to our former concept and that is to keep the pressure on the enemy and that would include bombing if necessary.” Averell Harriman made the same point in a White House briefing on December 4,1968. General Earle Wheeler, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, was only following inherited doctrine when he told Nixon at an NSC meeting of January 25, 1969, that everything possible was being done in Vietnam “except the bombing of the North.”

No senior official in the new administration, however, was prepared to face resumption of the bombing in those early days. Nixon was savoring the honeymoon that follows the inauguration of a new President; he had never previously enjoyed the approval of the media, and he was reluctant to squander it. None of his colleagues had the stomach for the domestic outburst renewed bombing would provoke—even if it were the direct result of North Vietnamese violation of the understandings that had led to the bombing halt. Above all, Nixon and his associates had not yet given up hope, in the first month of the new presidency, of uniting the nation on a program for a negotiated settlement of the war.

Vietnam was briefly discussed at the first NSC meeting, on January 21, and more extensively at an NSC meeting on January 25. But the Nixon team was too new and the career officials too demoralized to offer imaginative ideas to a new President eager for them. Throughout the Johnson administration, the Pentagon had been complaining about being held on a leash by the civilian leadership. But when Nixon asked the Joint Chiefs of Staff for recommendations, their sole proposal was to resume the bombing of the North. The only new instruction issued by Nixon at this meeting was to stop bureaucratic harassment of the Saigon government; he had no intention of playing Hanoi’s game of undermining the political structure of South Vietnam.

On January 30, I met at the Pentagon with Defense Secretary Melvin Laird and General Wheeler to explore how we might respond to the imminent North Vietnamese offensive. Wheeler reiterated that American forces within South Vietnam were already fully committed; the only effective riposte would be operations in the DMZ or renewed bombing of the North. Laird demurred at the latter suggestion; he stressed that the bombing halt had encouraged public expectations that the war was being wound down and that escalation would restart the public protests. Nor did I favor it, on what I now consider the fallacious reasoning of giving negotiations a chance.

This conceptual stalemate caused minds to turn to bombing the North Vietnamese sanctuary areas in Cambodia. The often heard argument that the Nixon administration assaulted the “neutral” status of a “peaceful” country flies in the face of indisputable realities. The territory under discussion was no longer Cambodian in any practical sense. For four years, as many as four North Vietnamese divisions had been operating on Cambodian soil from a string of base areas along the South Vietnamese border averaging about ten miles in depth. In 1978, the Communist victors in Cambodia put the uninvited North Vietnamese presence in northeastern Cambodia in 1969–1970 at 300,000, which far exceeded our estimates.5 Cambodian officials had been excluded from the soil of their own country; most, if not all, of the population had been expelled. From these illegally occupied territories, North Vietnamese forces would launch attacks into South Vietnam, inflict casualties, disrupt government, and then withdraw to the protection of alleged Cambodian “neutrality.” American critics seemed far more eager to vindicate this weird neutrality than was the government of Prince Sihanouk, who all but invited the American attack on the Communist bases and repeatedly justified these attacks, as I will show below.

The decision to bomb Cambodia was not taken lightly or by an isolated President egged on by his security adviser. It capped weeks of hesitation and even anguish on the part of all policymakers. The first suggestion came from General Wheeler. When Laird on January 30 had expressed doubt that a renewed bombing of the North was politically supportable, Wheeler proposed, as an alternative, attacks on the complex of bases that the North Vietnamese had established across the border in Cambodia. On February 9, General Abrams cabled General Wheeler from Saigon to say that recent intelligence from a deserter, as well as photo reconnaissance, showed that the Communist headquarters for all of South Vietnam was located just across the Cambodian border.* (As it turned out, the Communist leaders in Phnom Penh eight years later also confirmed that the deserter’s information had been accurate on that score.) Abrams requested authority to attack the headquarters from the air with B-52s. Ambassador Bunker endorsed the proposal in a separate cable through State Department channels.

These recommendations fell on fertile ground with Nixon. In the transition period, on January 8, 1969, the President-elect had sent me a note: “In making your study of Vietnam I want a precise report on what the enemy has in Cambodia and what, if anything, we are doing to destroy the buildup there. I think a very definite change of policy toward Cambodia probably should be one of the first orders of business when we get in.” General Andrew Goodpaster, former chief of staff to President Eisenhower and a Nixon consultant for the transition, had drafted a reply for my signature with detailed information about the North Vietnamese base areas along the Cambodian border. He reported that “our field command in South Vietnam is convinced that the vast bulk of supplies entering Cambodia come in through Sihanoukville…. What we are doing about this is very limited…. The command in the field has made several requests for authority to enter Cambodia to conduct pre-emptive operations and in pursuit of withdrawing forces that have attacked us. All such requests have been denied or are still pending without action.”

The importance of Sihanoukville was one of the disagreed issues in the NSSM 1 study. The U.S. military command in Saigon was convinced that between October 1967 and September 1968 some 10,000 tons of arms had entered Vietnam through Sihanoukville. The CIA and State disputed this. According to them, the flow of supplies over the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos was more than adequate to take care of the external requirements of all Communist forces in South Vietnam. At stake in this analysts’ debate, of course, was whether the Cambodian sanctuaries were a crucial target that should be attacked; as happens frequently, intelligence estimates followed, rather than inspired, agency policy views. Those who favored attacks on the sanctuaries emphasized the importance of Sihanoukville; those who were opposed deprecated it. (When U.S. and South Vietnamese forces moved into these sanctuaries in April 1970, documents in Communist storage dumps indicated that shipments through Cambodia far exceeded even the military’s highest estimates.)

Whatever the dispute about whether the matériel traveled through Sihanoukville or down the Ho Chi Minh Trail, there was no dispute about the menace of the North Vietnamese bases in Cambodia to American and South Vietnamese forces. On February 18, I attended a briefing by a two-man team from Saigon, together with Laird, Deputy Defense Secretary David Packard, General Wheeler, and Laird’s military assistant, Colonel Robert E. Pursley. I reported to the President General Abrams’s conviction that no Cambodian civilians lived in the target area. Nevertheless, I advised against the recommendation from our field commanders and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. We should give negotiations a chance, I argued, and seek to maintain public support for our policy. We could review the situation again at the end of March—the classic bureaucratic stalling device to ease the pain of those being overruled. Nixon approved that recommendation on February 22, the day before he was to leave for Europe.

*  *  *

On the very day of Nixon’s decision to defer action against the sanctuaries, the North Vietnamese transformed vague contingency planning into a need to deal with a crisis. After weeks of preparation antedating the new administration, Hanoi launched a countrywide offensive. Americans killed in action during the first week of the offensive numbered 453; in the second week, 336, and in the third, 351. South Vietnamese casualties were far heavier, averaging over 500 a week. It was an act of extraordinary bad faith. No substantive negotiating sessions had been held in Paris; the new administration could not possibly have formed its policy. It ignored that Nixon had communicated with the North Vietnamese in the transition period, emphasizing his commitment to settle the war on the basis of the self-respect and honor of all parties involved. Without even testing these professions, the first major move of Hanoi was to step up the killing of Americans. Whether by accident or design, the offensive began the day before a scheduled presidential trip overseas, thus both inhibiting a response and humiliating the new President. I noted in a report to the President that the North Vietnamese had been “able to achieve a relatively high casualty rate among U.S. and South Vietnamese forces while not exposing their own main units.”

Nixon received a military briefing on the enemy offensive in the Oval Office surrounded by piles of loose-leaf briefing books for each of the European countries he was about to visit. He was going through the books, committing them to memory, grumbling about the effort he had to make to do so. He was also seething. For years he had charged his predecessors with weakness in reacting to Communist moves. But he was eager also that his first foreign trip as President be a public success. American retaliation might spark riots in Europe; passivity might embolden Hanoi. He did not resolve this dilemma immediately. The only White House reaction on the day the offensive started was a phone call by me to Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin at Nixon’s direction. The President wanted Moscow to understand, I said, that if the North Vietnamese offensive continued, we would retaliate.

But the next day, on February 23, while in the air en route from Washington to Brussels, Nixon suddenly ordered the bombing of the Cambodian sanctuaries. It seemed to me that a decision of this magnitude could not be simply communicated to Washington and to Saigon from Air Force One without consultation with relevant officials or in the absence of a detailed plan for dealing with the consequences. I therefore recommended to Nixon that we postpone the final “execute” order for forty-eight hours, and I sent a flash message to Alexander Haig, then a colonel and my military assistant in Washington, to meet me in Brussels, together with a Pentagon expert, to go over the military plans and to work out a diplomatic scenario before Nixon would make a final decision.

Haig, Robert Haldeman (Nixon’s Chief of Staff, who attended on behalf of Nixon since the President could not leave his residence without attracting attention), a Pentagon planning officer, and I met on board Air Force One at the Brussels airport in the early morning of February 24. In this setting, we worked out guidelines for the bombing of the enemy’s sanctuaries: The bombing would be limited to within five miles of the frontier; we would not announce the attacks but acknowledge them if Cambodia protested, we would invite a U.N. inspection of the base areas and offer to pay compensation for any damage to civilians. In the short time available, we developed as best we could a military and a diplomatic schedule as well as guidance for briefing the press. Haig and the Pentagon expert left immediately for Washington to brief Laird. Later that day in London, Nixon gave Secretary of State William Rogers a cryptic account of his thinking but no details.

During the evening, Laird communicated reservations from Washington. He thought that it would be impossible to keep the bombing secret; the press would be difficult to handle, and public support could not be guaranteed. He urged delay to a moment when the provocation would be clearer. In retrospect, it is astonishing that during this entire period no serious consideration was given to resuming the bombing of North Vietnam; the bombing halt, entered to bring about constructive negotiations, was turning into an end in itself, even in the absence of any negotiation and in the face of a significant North Vietnamese offensive.

I agreed with Laird’s conclusions about the need for delay. I also thought that a failure to react was likely to encourage further military escalation, as North Vietnam undertook to whipsaw Nixon as it had Johnson. But it was inappropriate to launch a new military operation while the President was traveling in Europe, subject to possible hostile demonstrations and unable to meet with and rally his own government. I said as much to the President. The following day, while in Bonn, Nixon canceled the plan.

The so-called mini-Tet brought home the precariousness of our domestic position. The enemy offensive surely must have been planned over many months. It occurred before the enemy could possibly know what the Nixon administration intended—since it did not know itself. Yet the New York Times on March 9 blamed the new administration for having provoked Hanoi by presuming to spend a month in studying the options in a war involving an expeditionary force of over 500,000 men: “The sad fact is that the Paris talks have been left on dead center while Ambassador Lodge awaits a White House go-ahead for making new peace proposals or for engaging in private talks out of which the only real progress is likely to come. Everything has been stalled while the Nixon Administration completes its military and diplomatic review.” This theme was frequently repeated in Congress.

Nixon adopted a restrained posture in public while champing at the bit in private. At a news conference on March 4, he declared:

We have not moved in a precipitate fashion, but the fact that we have shown patience and forbearance should not be considered as a sign of weakness. We will not tolerate a continuation of a violation of an understanding. But more than that, we will not tolerate attacks which result in heavier casualties to our men at a time that we are honestly trying to seek peace at the conference table in Paris. An appropriate response to these attacks will be made if they continue.


On March 4, I passed on to the President without comment a Laird memo recommending against proposals by the Joint Chiefs to attack North Vietnam. Laird was far from a “dove”; he would have preferred to aim for victory. But he was also a careful student of the public and congressional mood. He was a finely tuned politician who navigated with great care between his convictions, which counseled military reaction, and his political instinct, which called for restraint. He opposed bombing North Vietnam; he became a strong supporter of the attack on the Cambodian sanctuaries. (His only disagreement had to do with public relations policy; he did not think it possible to keep the bombing secret, on practical, not on moral, grounds.) The President, following a similar logic, ordered a strike against the Cambodian sanctuaries for March 9. On March 7, Rogers objected in order not to impair the prospects of negotiations in Paris.

Nixon retracted his order a second time. But each time he marched up the hill and down again, his resentments and impatience increased. Like Laird, he kept saying that he did not want to hit the North, but he wanted to do “something.” On March 15, the North Vietnamese fired five rockets into Saigon—a further escalation and violation of the understanding. There had been thirty-two enemy attacks against major South Vietnamese cities in the first two weeks of March. The day the rockets hit Saigon, I received a phone call from Nixon. He was ordering an immediate B-52 attack on the Cambodian sanctuaries. Capping a month of frustration, the President was emphatic: “State is to be notified only after the point of no return…. The order is not appealable.” (“Not appealable” was a favorite Nixon phrase which, to those who knew him well—which I did not at that point, six weeks into the new administration—meant considerable uncertainty; this, of course, tended to accelerate rather than slow down appeals.)

I urged to give senior advisers an opportunity to express their views—if only to protect the President if it led to public controversy. No time would be lost. A detailed scenario would have to be worked out in any event, and to prepare instructions would require at least twenty-four hours. A meeting was therefore scheduled for the following day in the Oval Office. I consulted Laird, who strongly supported the President’s decision. To prepare for the meeting, I submitted a memo to the President listing the pros and cons. The risks ranged from a pro forma Cambodian protest to a strong Soviet reaction, from serious Cambodian opposition to explicit North Vietnamese retaliation—though it was hard to imagine what escalation Hanoi could undertake beyond what it was already doing. Finally, there was the risk of an upsurge of domestic criticism and new antiwar demonstrations. I recommended that our Paris delegation ask for a private meeting on the day of the bombing so as to emphasize our preference for a negotiated solution. I urged the President to stress that the proposed bombing was a one-time decision, not a precedent. What my checklist did not foresee (what none of our deliberations foresaw) is what in fact happened: no reaction of any kind—from Hanoi, Phnom Penh, Moscow, or Beijing.

The meeting on Sunday afternoon, March 16, in the Oval Office was attended by Rogers, Laird, Wheeler, and myself. It was the first time that Nixon had confronted an international crisis since becoming President; it was also the first time that he would face opposition from associates to a course of action to which he was already committed. He approached it with tactics that were to become standard. On the one hand, he had made his decision and was not about to change it. On the other hand, he felt it necessary to pretend that the decision was still open. This led to hours of the very discussion that he found so distasteful and that reinforced his tendency to exclude the recalcitrants from further deliberations.

The Oval Office meeting followed predictable lines. Laird and Wheeler strongly advocated the attacks. Rogers objected not on foreign policy but on domestic grounds. He did not raise the neutral status of Cambodia; it was taken for granted that we had the right to counter North Vietnam’s blatant violation of Cambodia’s neutrality, since Cambodia was unwilling or unable to defend its neutral status.* Rogers feared that we would run into a buzz saw in Congress just when things were calming down. There were several hours of discussion during which Nixon permitted himself to be persuaded by Laird and Wheeler to do what he had already ordered. Having previously submitted my positive recommendations in a memorandum, I did not speak. Rogers finally agreed to a B-52 strike on the base area containing the presumed Communist headquarters. A month of an unprovoked North Vietnamese offensive, over 1,000 American dead, elicited after weeks of anguished discussion exactly one American retaliatory raid within three miles of the Cambodian border in an area occupied by the North Vietnamese for over four years.

After the meeting, the Joint Chiefs sought to include additional attacks on North Vietnamese troop concentrations violating the Demilitarized Zone. The proposal was not approved.

The B-52 strike took place on March 18 against North Vietnamese Base Area 353, within three miles of the Cambodian border. Originally the plan was for a single raid. Nixon ordered another single strike in April 1969 partly because there had been no reaction from either Hanoi or Phnom Penh to the first, but above all because of an event far away in North Korea, where an unarmed American reconnaissance plane had been shot down. Nixon had wanted to react by bombing North Korea. (He had severely criticized Johnson for his failure to take forceful measures in response to the capture by North Korea of the electronic ship Pueblo.) He had refrained, primarily because of the strong opposition of Rogers and Laird. But as always when suppressing his instinct for a jugular response, Nixon looked for some other place to demonstrate his determination.

In May 1969, Nixon approved attacks on a string of other Cambodian base areas, all thinly populated and within five miles of the border. From April through early August 1969, attacks were intermittent; each was recommended by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and approved specifically by the President. Afterward, general authority was given: raids were conducted regularly at the discretion of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Secretary of Defense.

Periodic reports were sent to the President. In November 1969, he wrote on one, “continue them.” In December 1969 and February 1970, he asked for an evaluation of their usefulness. Each time, Laird reported that General Abrams and Ambassador Bunker were convinced (as he reported on one occasion) that “the operation has been one of the most telling operations in the entire war.” General Abrams credited the bombings with disrupting enemy logistics, aborting several enemy offensives, and reducing the enemy threat to the entire Saigon region. Laird endorsed the Joint Chiefs’ and General Abrams’s view that the strikes “have been effective and can continue to be so with acceptable risks.”

The original intention had been to acknowledge the first strike when Cambodia or North Vietnam reacted, which we firmly anticipated. For example, the CIA predicted in memoranda of February 20 and March 6 that Hanoi would “certainly” or “almost certainly” seek to derive propaganda advantages from charging an American expansion of the conflict. The Defense Department doubted that the attacks could be kept secret; my own view on that subject was agnostic. In a conversation with Nixon on March 8, I said: “Packard and I both think that if we do it, and if silence about it doesn’t help, we have to step up and say what we did.” The President agreed. A formal acknowledgment was prepared if Cambodia protested. It offered to pay damages and asked for international inspection of the base areas to support the American position that they were being illegally used by North Vietnam.

Our initial reticence was to avoid forcing the North Vietnamese, Prince Sihanouk, and the Soviets and Chinese into public reactions. A volunteered American statement would have obliged Hanoi to make a public response, required Sihanouk to take a public stand and, given the balance of forces, obliged him to lean toward Hanoi as he tried to walk a tightrope of neutrality. It could have prompted reactions from the Soviet Union and China, complicating our beginning pursuit of triangular diplomacy.

But Hanoi did not protest. In fact, its delegation in Paris accepted Lodge’s proposal for private talks on March 22, within seventy-two hours of our request and less than a week after the first American attack. And Sihanouk not only did not object; he treated the bombing as something that did not concern him because it occurred in areas totally occupied by North Vietnamese troops and from which Cambodians had been expelled—hence it was outside his control and even formal knowledge.

Sihanouk’s subtle and skillful balancing act between domestic and foreign pressures had gone on for a decade. A hereditary prince, Norodom Sihanouk had managed to establish his country’s independence and acquired the aura of indispensability. He had maneuvered to keep his country out of the wars of Indochina. After the Laos settlement of 1962, he had concluded that the Communists, whom he hated, would probably prevail in Indochina. He therefore adjusted to that reality. In 1965, he found a pretext to break diplomatic relations with the United States. Yet his collaboration with the Communists was reluctant; Hanoi was encouraging the Khmer Rouge (Cambodian Communists), who began guerrilla activity long before there was any American action in Cambodia; Sihanouk sentenced the Communist leaders to death in absentia. For all these reasons, I strongly supported a recommendation by Secretary of State William Rogers to the President in February 1969 that we approach Sihanouk with a view to improving relations.* These overtures were eagerly received. The U.S. embassy in Phnom Penh reopened, headed by a chargé acquiescence in the establishment of North Vietnamese base areas had always been reluctant. As early as January 10, 1968, during the Johnson administration, he had all but invited an American attack on them when he told presidential emissary Chester Bowles:

We don’t want any Vietnamese in Cambodia…. We will be very glad if you solve our problem. We are not opposed to hot pursuit in uninhabited areas. You would be liberating us from the Viet Cong. For me only Cambodia counts. I want you to force the Viet Cong to leave Cambodia. In unpopulated areas, where there are not Cambodians,—such precise cases I would shut my eyes.


On May 13, 1969, nearly two months after the so-called secret bombing had begun, Sihanouk held a press conference, all but confirmed the bombings, emphatically denied any loss of civilian life, and to all practical purposes invited us to continue:


Here it is—the first report about several B-52 bombings. Yet I have not been informed about that at all, because I have not lost any houses, any countrymen, nothing, nothing. Nobody was caught in those barrages—nobody, no Cambodians.

I have not protested the bombings of Viet Cong camps because I have not heard of the bombings. I was not in the know, because in certain areas of Cambodia there are no Cambodians.



That is what I want to tell you, gentlemen. If there is a buffalo or any Cambodian killed, I will be informed immediately. But this is an affair between the Americans and the Viet Cong—Viet Minh without any Khmer witnesses. There have been no Khmer witnesses, so how can I protest? But this does not mean—and I emphasize this—that I will permit the violation by either side. Please note that.


And on July 31, 1969, after four and a half months of bombing of North Vietnamese sanctuaries inside Cambodia, Sihanouk warmly invited President Nixon to visit Cambodia to mark the improvement of U.S.-Cambodian relations, which continued to improve until Sihanouk was unexpectedly overthrown.

Nor were the attacks all that secret. In addition to Sihanouk’s press conference, accounts of B-52 or other air strikes against sanctuaries in Cambodia appeared in the New York Times (March 26, April 27) and Washington Post (April 27); a detailed story by William Beecher appeared in the New York Times on May 9; there was another in the Wall Street Journal on May 16; a widely disseminated UPI story appeared in the Washington Post on May 18; Newsweek reported it on June 2.

On August 22, 1969 (six months after the bombing started), Sihanouk told visiting Senator Mike Mansfield (according to a reporting cable):

There were no Cambodian protests of bombings in his country when these hit only VCs [Vietcong] and not Cambodian villages or population. He declared that much of his information regarding US bombings of uninhabited regions of Cambodia came from US press and magazine statements. He strongly requested the avoidance of incidents involving Cambodian lives.


Nixon and I briefed Senators John Stennis and Richard Russell, Chairmen of the Senate Armed Services and Appropriations Committees, in the Oval Office on June 11, 1969. Senate Minority Leader Everett Dirksen was also informed. In the House, Representatives Mendel Rivers and Leslie Arends, the Chairman and a ranking minority member of the House Armed Services Committee, as well as Minority Leader Gerald Ford, were briefed. Laird had earlier briefed key members of the Armed Services and Appropriations Committees of both houses. Not one raised the issue that the full Congress should be consulted. This was at that time the accepted practice for briefing Congress on classified military operations or intelligence operations. Obligatory standards for congressional consultation have since changed, and this is undoubtedly for the better.*

Nor is it true that the bombing drove the North Vietnamese out of the sanctuaries and thus spread the war deep into Cambodia. To the extent that North Vietnamese forces left the sanctuaries, it was to move back into Vietnam to be closer to the fighting, not deeper into Cambodia—until after Sihanouk was unexpectedly overthrown a year later. Then, North Vietnamese forces started to overrun Cambodian towns and military positions in order to isolate Phnom Penh and topple Sihanouk’s successors, as I will describe in a later chapter, triggering an American incursion by ground troops.

The number of casualties for Cambodia in various accounts allegedly caused by American bombing appear vastly exaggerated when they are not outright inventions. Neither Cambodia nor North Vietnam ever claimed that there were significant civilian casualties from the so-called secret bombing. On the contrary, Prince Sihanouk publicly denied there were any casualties; indeed, he claimed—as we too believed—that there were very few Cambodians living in these sanctuaries.*

Nixon confined his role to authorizing categories of attack invariably recommended by the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In a very few cases (especially in response to the North Vietnamese 1972 offensive) he ordered specific categories. For a period of two weeks between the conclusion of the Vietnam negotiations and the signature of the Paris agreement, I explained the meaning of the agreement for Cambodia to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. Afterwards, from February to August 1973, the actual targets were chosen by the Joint Chiefs or the local commanders who, in the vast majority of cases, had asked for the authorization in the first place. The military chain of command and the method of selecting of targets was identical to that which operated in every American war since the end of the Second World War, from the Korean war to the Gulf war to Afghanistan.

With this as a background, it is possible to divide bombing of Cambodia into three time periods. There was the so-called secret bombing of the sanctuaries described in the previous pages. It lasted from March 1969 to May 1970. After that, from May 1970 to January 1973, bombing in Cambodia was under the command of the Saigon military headquarters as part of the Vietnam operations and regularly announced. From February to August 1973, new rules of engagement were developed through existing procedures to reflect the changed political situation of the peace agreement. These required a recommendation by the appropriate military commander, coordination with the Cambodian government, validation by the U.S. ambassador in Phnom Penh, a distance of one kilometer from civilian dwellings, and careful pre-and post-strike photography. These rules of engagement are described in the Appendix in a memorandum prepared in 1979 for the State Department historian by the former ambassador to Cambodia, Emory Swank.†8

Attempts at a Diplomatic Outcome

It would have been impossible to find two societies less intended by fate to understand each other than the Vietnamese and the American. On the one side, Vietnamese history and Communist ideology combined to produce an almost morbid suspiciousness and ferocious self-righteousness. This was compounded by a legacy from French colonialism of Cartesian logic that produced an infuriatingly doctrinaire technique of advocacy. Each North Vietnamese proposal was put forward as the sole, logical truth, and each demand was stated in the imperative (the United States “must”). By 1971, we had been so conditioned that when on one occasion the North Vietnamese substituted “should” for “must,” we thought great progress had been made. On the other side, there was the American belief in the efficacy of goodwill and the importance of compromise—qualities likely to be despised by dedicated Leninists who saw themselves as the inexorable spokesmen of an inevitable future, absolute truth, and superior moral insight.

But the fundamental problem went deeper still. The North Vietnamese considered themselves in a war to the finish; they treated negotiations as an instrument of political warfare. Negotiations were a weapon to exhaust us psychologically, to split America from its South Vietnamese ally, and to divide American public opinion through vague hints of solutions just out of reach because of the foolishness or obduracy of the U.S. government. The North Vietnamese were concerned lest the Nixon administration use the fact of the negotiations to rally public support; in the public talks, they would not compromise on even the smallest issues because any appearance of “progress” might enhance American staying power. They preferred secret talks because this gave them an opportunity to reconnoiter the terrain and marginally adjust their positions without paying the price of the appearance of progress. When they settled an issue, their motive was to have a maximum domestic impact in the United States. The bombing halt occurred just before the 1968 election in order to commit both presidential candidates to it; the shape of the table was settled just before Nixon’s inauguration to prevent the new administration from building support by beginning with a “success.” Throughout the war, we were taunted by the appearance of great reasonableness by the North Vietnamese toward American visitors, especially those opposed to the Nixon administration. These guests were treated with great civility and a catalogue of skillful and intriguing code words that permitted a variety of interpretations, none of them as clear or as meaningful as the visitor imagined. All of them evaporated as soon as they were tested in a serious forum.

The Paris talks quickly fell into a pattern. In the conference room, the North Vietnamese acted like a stern tutor berating a wayward pupil; the student was being graded on answers to questions he had no right to participate in framing, by criteria determined exclusively by the professor. Outside the conference room, the North Vietnamese created the impression that the negotiations were like a detective story. They threw out vague clues at whose answers we had to guess; if we missed the riddle, the war would go on and the administration would be accused of having “missed an opportunity.” Many of our critics fell in with this procedure. In our public debate, it was rarely challenged; hardly anyone asked why Hanoi did not put forward an intelligible proposition and why they should proceed so allusively and indirectly. Of course, when Hanoi was finally ready to settle (in October 1972), it proved as capable of framing concrete proposals as it had previously been skillful in obfuscation, and as impatient as it had previously been dilatory.

Between the hammer of antiwar pressure and the anvil of Hanoi, it was the better part of a year before a settled strategy for negotiations emerged.

But the issue rarely came up as a debate about strategy. Rather, for several months there was a dispute over the inherited policy of mutual withdrawal embodied in the Manila formula, specifically whether American withdrawals should begin only after the North Vietnamese had completed their own withdrawal or simultaneously with it. The debate was absurd, first, because Hanoi had no intention of withdrawing its own forces and, second, because every key official knew that Nixon intended to start a unilateral withdrawal of significant American forces in a few months, a policy which, due to domestic pressures, soon developed its own momentum quite separate from the diplomatic necessities. A second issue concerned the residual force. All agencies agreed that a substantial residual force had to remain. This issue, too, was soon overtaken by events and congressional pressures.

A third debate was over the possibility of unilateral de-escalation of the fighting on the battlefield. The State Department and the Paris negotiating team urged an offer to discuss the curtailment of B-52 strikes, of U.S. offensive operations, and of the use of artillery for interdiction. Both our commander in Saigon and the Joint Chiefs of Staff disagreed strongly, insisting that such measures would cede the military initiative to the enemy and allow him to rebuild his strength in the populated areas. That, too, turned out to be a moot issue, as Hanoi never showed the slightest interest in de-escalation, even as America implemented it unilaterally—often for budgetary reasons. The North Vietnamese were less interested in humanizing the fighting than in winning it.

Whatever the administration and regardless of the issue, American negotiators like to succeed. They deluge Washington with proposals to break deadlocks; they are tireless in thinking up initiatives. Animated by the high value they place on willingness to compromise or at least the appearance of it, they grow restive with deadlock. Imperceptibly, they tend to add their own pressures to the proposals of the other side. Since Washington’s decisions as often as not are made by adversary proceedings, negotiators feel secure in urging far-reaching concessions, safe in the knowledge that other agencies holding opposite views will be equally one-sided in opposition. The President is left with seeking a compromise between contending pressures, not with developing a strategy. And if he is reluctant to dominate the process in detail, he runs the risk that each bureaucratic contender pursues its favorite course unilaterally.

So it was with the negotiations in Paris. During February and early March, there was constant pressure from our Paris delegation, headed by Henry Cabot Lodge, who had replaced Harriman, to initiate private talks with the North Vietnamese. When the first substantive private meeting finally took place, on March 22, it produced not a negotiation but North Vietnamese demands for the unconditional withdrawal of all American forces and for dismantling the Thieu-Ky-Huong administration.*

The various departments were pushing seemingly inexhaustible ideas for bringing about their preferred outcome. In a conversation with Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin on March 8, Rogers unilaterally abandoned the two-track approach of separating military and political issues. Rogers told Dobrynin that we were willing to talk about political and military issues simultaneously.

Laird contributed a unilateral step in the military field. On April 1, after several meetings on the subject, Nixon issued a directive prohibiting any proposals on de-escalation except in the context of mutual withdrawal or of reciprocity. On that very day, the Pentagon announced publicly that, because of budgetary considerations, the U.S. was reducing B-52 sorties by over 10 percent, effective June 30. Laird explained privately that he could not pay for the higher rate beyond June 30 and that he was actually continuing the higher rate three months longer than had been planned by his predecessor. Neither the President nor I had been aware of that plan or of the announcement.

I had no fixed view as to the right number of B-52 sorties. But if we were going to de-escalate, it should be as part of a negotiation; the worst way to do it was unilaterally in response to budgetary pressures.

Nothing is more askew than the popular image of Nixon as an imperial President barking orders at cowed subordinates. Nixon hated to give direct orders—especially to those who might disagree with him. He rarely disciplined anybody. When he met opposition, he sought to accomplish his objective without the offender’s being aware of it. This indirection might achieve the goal; it did little for discipline or cohesion. In the absence of a presidential willingness to confront his Secretary of Defense, I negotiated a rather ambiguous press statement with Laird: “It is the policy of the United States that reductions of military operations might be brought about by the phased mutual withdrawal of external forces. Budget planning figures will be brought in line with this policy on the basis of periodic review.”

But the impact on the diplomatic process of such uncoordinated initiatives could not be undone. A journalist told me that he took the B-52 reduction as a signal to both Hanoi and Saigon, because “you do not do a thing like this for budgetary reasons.” He said it could not be read by Hanoi as anything except a move toward the withdrawal of American forces, or by Saigon as a warning that there were firm limits to the commitment of the United States. He was right in both judgments, though he gave the administration too much credit for thoughtful design. Ultimately, we made a virtue of necessity. Ambassador Lodge was instructed to cite the B-52 cutback in his public presentation at the Paris peace talks as a commitment to de-escalation. The President referred to the reduction in sorties in his November 3 speech. Neither then nor later did the unsentimental leaders in Hanoi acknowledge these gestures. They did not pay for what they had already pocketed.

Peace Initiatives

By early April, the Nixon administration had been in office for two months. We had faced a North Vietnamese offensive and suffered nearly 2,000 casualties. We had attended weekly negotiating sessions that were totally stalemated. We had approved a private meeting at which Hanoi demanded unilateral American withdrawal and the overthrow of the political structure of our allies. It had ignored steps toward de-escalation.

To put an end to the seemingly endless dissipation of America’s negotiating assets, I recommended to Nixon to bring matters to a diplomatic head. The concept was to make a comprehensive offer to Hanoi and empower a senior official to negotiate it. During the election campaign, Nixon had implied that he would find some way to involve the Soviet Union in ending the Vietnam war. The time had come to try the Soviet card. We would give the Soviets an incentive to negotiate by authorizing a representative to go to Moscow to open talks on the limitation of strategic arms side by side with negotiations with a senior North Vietnamese envoy. I suggested Cyrus Vance for the mission.

I had met Cy Vance, who later became President Carter’s Secretary of State, when he was Deputy Secretary of Defense in the Johnson administration. Deliberate, soft-spoken, honorable, he was the epitome of the New York corporation lawyer, meticulously executing his assignments, wisely advising his clients. Beneath his controlled manner, there was a passionate streak in harmony with the liberal views widely held in the circles in which he moved. On the Paris delegation, he had come to share the ardent dedication of his chief, Harriman, to a negotiated settlement. When Vance left his position as Deputy Chief of the U.S. delegation to the Paris peace talks on February 19, 1969, Nixon sent him a warm cable of appreciation.

Nixon had instructed me to stress in conversations with Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin that a fundamental improvement in U.S.-Soviet relations presupposed Soviet cooperation in settling the Vietnam war. Dobrynin had always evaded a reply by claiming that Soviet influence in Hanoi was extremely limited. We tried to link all the negotiations in which the Soviet Union was interested—the strategic arms limitation talks (SALT), the Middle East, and expanded economic relations. But we had never made a comprehensive proposal to the Soviets on Vietnam.

On March 18, I met with Vance to explore his general willingness to undertake a mission to Moscow. Vance was to begin discussions on the limitations of strategic arms and on the same trip meet secretly with a senior North Vietnamese representative. He would be empowered to make rapid progress in both areas, while seeking to keep them in tandem. The next day, Vance raised a number of sensible questions: How would the two negotiations in Moscow be related to each other; how could there be time to carry out both assignments adequately; how would his talks on Vietnam be kept secret from the team responsible for arms control?

On April 3, I formally proposed the Vance mission to the President. The negotiations proceeding in Paris had built-in dilemmas. We had to convince the American public that we were eager to settle the war, and Hanoi that we were not so anxious that it could afford to outwait us. The U.S. government had to be disciplined enough to speak with a single voice but maneuver with sufficient skill to avoid the charge of intransigence. Relations with Saigon had to be close enough to deprive Hanoi of the expectation that the negotiations could be used to demoralize the South Vietnamese government but not give Saigon a veto. I doubted our ability to fulfill all these conditions simultaneously. Budgetary pressures and unilateral withdrawals would reduce military options with no hope of reciprocity. Internal divisions made it unlikely that American negotiations could present a coherent policy or prevent oscillation between extremes.

For all these reasons, Nixon approved approaching Dobrynin with a proposal: the President was to make progress in U.S.-Soviet relations on a broad front. But the Vietnam war was a major obstacle. To resolve the impasse, Nixon was prepared to send a high-level delegation to Moscow, headed by Cyrus Vance, to agree immediately on principles for a negotiation on strategic arms limitation. While in Moscow, Vance would also be empowered to meet with a negotiator from North Vietnam and to agree with him on a military and political settlement for Indochina. On the military side, we proposed a cease-fire and mutual withdrawal. On the political side, we offered that the NLF, if it renounced violence, could participate in the political life of the country under international supervision. This would be coupled with agreement on a separate and independent South Vietnam for five years, after which there would be negotiations for unification. The President would give the effort six weeks to succeed. If the outcome of the Vance mission was positive, the President would also consider “other meetings at even higher levels” (that is, a possible summit). Vance was the right emissary because he would be meticulous in carrying out instructions and contribute to obtaining bipartisan support.

These peace terms went far beyond anything urged, at that time, by most doves. It included a cease-fire—at that point opposed by the Pentagon. It accepted complete withdrawal (without residual forces), and it agreed to a role for the NLF in the political life of Saigon. We did not yet understand that Hanoi’s leaders were interested in victory, not a cease-fire, and in guaranteed political control, not a role in free elections. Least of all they wanted a negotiation in Moscow which implied Soviet tutelage and would strain their relationship with China.

On the morning of April 5 when I spoke with the President at Key Biscayne, he was dubious that the “Vance ploy,” as he called it, would work. Nevertheless, he approved it with a few marginal notes in his handwriting, which extended the deadline to two months and were more explicit than my draft in holding out the prospect of economic cooperation to the Soviets.

Using a technique I was to employ occasionally later on, I let Dobrynin read these talking points together with the President’s initials and handwritten amendments. Dobrynin took copious notes, stopping now and again to ask for an explanation. When he got through, he asked whether Nixon was making a Vietnam settlement a condition for progress on the Middle East, economic relations, and strategic arms. I replied that we were prepared to continue talking on those topics but that talks would move more rapidly if the preoccupation with Vietnam were removed. Also, if there was no settlement, we might take measures that would create “a complicated situation.”

Dobrynin was voluble in emphasizing Moscow’s desire to begin negotiations whatever happened in Vietnam. He speculated that China was attempting to produce a clash between the Soviet Union and the United States. An escalation of the war in Vietnam, he added, could only serve the interests of China. I said that if this were so, the Soviet Union had a joint obligation to avoid complicating matters. Dobrynin’s parting words were that this was a “very important” conversation.

Yet no reply was ever received from Moscow—no rejection, no invitation, not even a temporizing acknowledgment. In June, Dobrynin mentioned in passing that the proposal had been transmitted to Hanoi but had not found favor there. The next time I heard from Dobrynin about the Vance mission proposal was eight months later, on December 22, when in the course of a global review he told me that Moscow had tried to be helpful with the Vance mission. Hanoi, however, had refused to talk unless the United States agreed ahead of time to a coalition government to be installed before any other steps were taken. Rather than return a negative reply, the Kremlin had preferred to say nothing. I answered coolly that some sort of acknowledgment, at least, might have been in order.

The aborted Vance mission showed that Moscow would not risk its relation with Hanoi—and the leadership of global Communism—to engage itself in ending the war. And in truth, its influence was limited. Hanoi would not circumscribe its freedom of action by negotiating in Moscow under Soviet tutelage with the risk that Moscow might sacrifice some of its interests for superpower relations.

On May 8, at the sixteenth plenary meeting in Paris, Hanoi, in effect, replied to the proposal inherent in the Vance mission. The Communists with great flourish put forward a ten-point peace program. Couched in the by now customary style of an ultimatum, the Ten Points listed what the United States “must” do to end the war. They demanded total, unconditional, and unilateral U.S. withdrawal, abolition of the South Vietnamese government, and American reparations for war damage. They proposed that the South Vietnamese government be replaced by a coalition government to include all “social strata and political tendencies in South Vietnam that stand for peace, independence and neutrality.”

The proposal for a coalition government did not sound unreasonable; many unwary Americans read it as simply a demand for Communist participation in the Saigon government. But once we started exploring its meaning, we discovered that the Communists reserved for themselves the right to define who stood for “peace, independence and neutrality.” In four years of negotiations, Hanoi never designated one individual, even from among the Saigon government’s most explicit opponents, who would pass this test. The operational content of the Ten Points was that simultaneously with overthrowing the government of South Vietnam and total and unconditional withdrawal, we would then collude with the Communists to force the remaining non-Communist elements into a structure containing the NLF and whatever groups the Communists alone would define as acceptable. And that new coalition government was to be only interim; the definitive political structure of South Vietnam was to be negotiated between this unarmed Communist–dominated coalition and the all–Communist NLF, backed by Hanoi’s army. Such was Hanoi’s definition of a “just” political settlement.* And when the Communists took over Saigon in 1975, not even a coalition government was established; in fact, even the NLF was excluded from any share in power.

Years later this proposal came to be described as a “missed opportunity” and its terms as similar to what was finally accepted four years later after additional sacrifices were described as “unnecessary.” No serious examination would sustain that proposition. The Paris terms were quite different, as a later chapter will describe in detail, in that they provided for a cease-fire and the continued existence of the Thieu government, required Vietnamese withdrawal from Laos and Cambodia, permitted continued American military and economic aid to Saigon, and prohibited North Vietnamese infiltration and reinforcement into South Vietnam.

No responsible President could have accepted even the military terms of total unilateral withdrawal. The official position of the Johnson administration had been U.S. withdrawal after the North Vietnamese troops had been withdrawn and the guerrilla war had “subsided.” Averell Harriman and Cy Vance had left memoranda for the new President recommending a residual U.S. force of up to 260,000. How was the United States to accomplish the withdrawal of 543,000 troops surrounded by nearly a million South Vietnamese troops, enraged at being betrayed, and hundreds of thousands of North Vietnamese troops and South Vietnamese guerrillas in the absence of any political structure in the South? Hanoi did not even dress up its Ten Points by offering a cease-fire. It was a proposal to turn American forces into hostages for extorting ever increasing demands for reparations and collusion with Hanoi to achieve its political program of overthrowing the government the Kennedy and Johnson administrations had helped establish.

The proposal was one-sided in content and insolent in tone. But the mere existence of a Communist peace plan, however extreme in nature, generated congressional, media, and public pressures not to pass up this “opportunity.” If we were not going to be whipsawed, we clearly needed to elaborate a clear-cut American position. On April 25, I called the President’s attention to a remark made by North Vietnamese negotiator Xuan Thuy: “If the Nixon administration has a great peace program, as it makes believe, why doesn’t it make that program public?”

On May 14, Nixon, on national television, elaborated for the first time the premises of his Vietnam policy, the steps that had been taken, concluding with a concrete new negotiating proposal. He reviewed the actions of his first four months in office: the blunting of the enemy offensive, the improvement of relations with the Saigon government, the strengthening of the South Vietnamese forces, and, above all, the development of a coherent negotiating position.

Nixon proposed an eight-point program that represented a major change in the American negotiating position. Specifically, he abandoned the Manila formula (Hanoi’s withdrawal six months before America’s) and proposed simultaneous withdrawal. Yet the North Vietnamese withdrawal could be de facto (by “informal understanding”) rather than explicitly admitted by Hanoi.* The United States agreed to the participation of the NLF in the political life of South Vietnam; it committed itself to free elections under international supervision and to accept their outcome. The President offered to set a precise timetable for withdrawal and cease-fires under international supervision; it went far beyond the dove platform defeated at the Democratic Convention. In short, the May 14 speech provided every opportunity to explore the possibilities of an honorable political outcome. The only condition it did not meet turned out to be the Communist sine qua non: unconditional withdrawal of U.S. forces and the collusive installation of a Communist-controlled government.

Xuan Thuy initially raised hopes by a relatively mild reaction, delicately noting that there were “points of agreement” between the Ten Points of the NLF and the Eight Points of the President’s May 14 speech. But in the formal negotiations, he adamantly refused to discuss them. Soon the negotiating sessions reverted to the sterile reiteration of standard North Vietnamese positions. The stalemate continued.

The Beginning of Troop Withdrawals

After the May 14 speech outlining American proposals for negotiation was rejected, the administration turned to implementing as much of its program unilaterally as was compatible with the security of our allies. Nixon had inherited, in one of the less felicitous phrases of foreign policy, a general commitment to “de-Americanize” the war. The Johnson administration had begun the effort to strengthen the South Vietnamese army, but there were no plans for American withdrawals. As Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford had said on September 29, 1968, “the level of combat is such that we are building up our troops, not cutting them down.”9 In a news conference after Nixon’s election on December 10, 1968, Clifford reiterated that there were no plans for any reduction.10 The new Nixon administration started studying the withdrawals of American troops for two reasons: to win public support and give Hanoi an incentive to negotiate seriously by enhancing the staying power of our remaining forces. At the same time, if the South Vietnamese were strengthened sufficiently, withdrawals might gradually end American involvement without agreement with Hanoi.

Therefore, in a news conference on March 14, Nixon laid down three criteria for American withdrawals: the ability of the South Vietnamese to defend themselves without American troops; negotiating progress in the Paris talks; and a reduced level of enemy activity.

General Wheeler at the January 25, 1969, NSC meeting had said he thought President Thieu would probably agree to a small reduction of U.S. forces because it would help Nixon domestically and convey the image of a self-confident South Vietnam. Rogers thought we could buy an indefinite amount of time at home with a withdrawal of 50,000 troops. Laird and Nixon kept their own counsel. On February 6, Thieu expressed confidence publicly that a sizable number of American forces could leave Vietnam in 1969. General Goodpaster, then serving as deputy to General Abrams, attended an NSC meeting on March 28 and reported that the South Vietnamese improvement had already been substantial; we were in fact close to “de-Americanizing” the war, he said, but were not at the “decision point” yet. Laird spoke up: “I agree, but not with your term ‘de-Americanizing.’ What we need is a term like ‘Vietnamizing’ to put the emphasis on the right issues.” The President was impressed. “That’s a good point, Mel,” he said. Thus “Vietnamization” was born. And Laird carried it through with persistence and skill.

On April 10, the President ordered me to issue a directive on his behalf requesting the departments and agencies to work out a schedule for Vietnamizing the war. Nixon decided the time was ripe soon after his May 14 speech. A meeting was arranged for June 8 with South Vietnamese President Thieu to win his support. The site was to be Midway Island in the Pacific, chosen because of the fear that a visit by Thieu to the United States would provoke major demonstrations.

On the way to Midway, Nixon convened a meeting in Honolulu on the afternoon of June 7 with Rogers, Laird, General Wheeler, Ambassador Lodge, Ambassador Bunker, General Abrams, Admiral McCain and myself, in the conference room of the Kahala Hilton Hotel overlooking the Pacific. The meeting was to take the final decision on withdrawal strategy. It was clear that the military approached the subject with a heavy heart. Deep down they knew that Saigon would do well to defend what it had by its own effort; victory would become impossible. The process of withdrawal was likely to become irreversible. Henceforth, we would be in a race between the decline in American combat capability and the improvement of South Vietnamese forces—a race whose outcome was highly uncertain but which could at best achieve a stalemate.

The Midway meeting could not have had a more surrealistic setting. For the space of seven hours, this atoll of no more than two square miles was invaded by the presidential entourage of more than 500 officials, security men, communicators, journalists, and supernumeraries who considered themselves indispensable. The airport hangar was freshly painted; the commander’s house, where the President was to meet Thieu, received new furniture and a fresh coat of paint, making this navy officer the one unambiguous beneficiary of the Midway meeting. All this was observed with beady eyes by the gooney birds, who are native to this island and have grown insolent after being protected by the Interior Department for generations. No one has yet discovered the mystic bond between that dismal island and these strange birds, which soar majestically but take off like lumbering airplanes after an extended run. On Midway, the only island they deign to inhabit, they squat arrogantly in the middle of the roads, producing traffic jams, secure in the knowledge that the Department of Interior will severely punish anyone who gives way to the all-too-human impulse to deliver a swift kick.

Thieu’s position at Midway was unenviable. For days there had been reports that Nixon would announce the beginning of the withdrawals of U.S. forces and that this in turn would be intended as a warning to Thieu to put his house in order. By this, his critics generally meant the early installation of Western-style democracy, if not a coalition government. Just how democratic freedoms might be ensured in a country overrun by hundreds of thousands of hostile troops and guerrillas those critics rarely made clear. Thieu was expected to accomplish within months and amidst a civil war what no other Southeast Asian leader had achieved in decades of peace. He was being asked simultaneously to win a war, adjust his own defense structure to the withdrawal of a large American military establishment, and build democratic institutions in a country that had not known peace in a generation or democracy in its history. His legitimacy as a nationalist leader was to be enhanced by reforms undertaken under pressure from the great power that had connived in the overthrow of his predecessor and thereby left the country bereft of its civil administration.

It was a poignant scene as Nguyen Van Thieu, for whose country over 40,000 Americans had already died but who was not permitted to visit his powerful ally, stepped jauntily from his chartered Pan American plane. I felt sorry for him. It was not his fault that he was the focus of American domestic pressures; he was, after all, the representative of the millions of South Vietnamese who did not want to be overrun by the North Vietnamese army. He came from a culture different from ours, operating by different values. But all Vietnamese have an innate dignity, produced by the cruel and bloody history of their beautiful land. The Vietnamese have fought for centuries, against outsiders and against each other, to determine their national destiny. And difficult as they can be, they have survived by a heroic refusal to bow their necks to enemy or ally.

There were two sessions. The decisive one took place in the commander’s refurbished house. It included Nixon and me, Thieu and his personal assistant. Thieu did not act as a supplicant. He conducted himself with assurance; he did not ask for favors. We had been concerned that the projected troop withdrawal would produce an awkward scene. Thieu anticipated us by proposing it himself. We suggested the initiation of private contacts with Hanoi at the presidential level. Thieu agreed, provided he was informed about any political discussions. Because the five-hour time difference with the East Coast put the media under pressure to file, the two Presidents stepped outside the commander’s house after an hour-and-a-half discussion, and President Nixon announced the first American troop withdrawal.

Nixon considered the announcement a political triumph. He thought it would buy him the time necessary for developing a new strategy. His advisers, including me, shared his view. We were wrong on both counts. We had crossed a fateful dividing line. The withdrawal increased the pressures from families whose sons remained at risk. And it brought no respite from the critics, the majority of whom believed that since their demonstrations had already produced a bombing halt and now the initial decision to withdraw, more pressure could speed up the process. Most of them did not care if accelerated withdrawals produced a collapse in Saigon; many might consider it a bonus. As a result, the Nixon administration’s commitment to unilateral withdrawal would come to be seen, at home, abroad, and particularly in Vietnam, as irreversible. The last elements of flexibility disappeared when the Defense Department began to plan its budget on the basis of anticipated troop reductions. Because henceforth to interrupt withdrawals would produce a financial shortfall affecting the procurement of new weapons, the services developed a vested interest in the program.

The North Vietnamese, on the other hand, were not interested in symbols but in the balance of forces on the ground. They coolly analyzed the withdrawal, weighing its psychological benefits to America in terms of enhanced staying power against the decline in military effectiveness represented by a shrinking number of American forces. Hanoi kept up incessant pressure for the largest possible withdrawal in the shortest possible time. The peace movement echoed these demands. The more automatic American withdrawal, the less useful it was as a bargaining weapon; the demand for mutual withdrawal grew hollow as the unilateral withdrawal accelerated. And the more rapid and extensive the withdrawal, the greater the possibility of a South Vietnamese collapse.

These realities dominated the withdrawal strategy. Laird had prepared five options for troop withdrawals in 1969. At the low end was a withdrawal of 50,000 troops, at the high end, 100,000. For the longer term, Laird put forward timetables ranging from eighteen to forty-two months and ceilings for the residual American force—those troops remaining until Hanoi’s forces withdrew—ranging from 260,000 to 306,000. In a memorandum to the President on June 2, Laird offered a “feasible” timetable of forty-two months (stretching withdrawals to the end of 1972) and a residual force of 260,000. He warned that in the absence of North Vietnamese reciprocity, a more rapid withdrawal would result in serious setbacks to the pacification program, a significant decline in allied military capacity, and the possibility of South Vietnamese collapse.

Within the bureaucracy, two trends quickly developed. Since implementing Vietnamization was largely a Pentagon responsibility, the State Department stepped up the pressure on the subjects in its jurisdiction, which included political reform in Saigon. It unleashed a flood of cables on the besieged Thieu to speed up the process of political and economic reform. In fact, a sweeping change in the system of land tenure was put into effect. Our advocacy, however, may have weakened Thieu by making his rather extensive reforms appear to result not from strength and growing self-confidence but from American pressure. On July 11, Thieu offered free elections in which the Communists could participate, supervised by a mixed electoral commission of Vietnamese, including the Communists, and a body of international observers. Rogers anticipated part of this program in a July 2 news conference, which led Thieu, out of pique, to delay sending us an advance draft.

In this atmosphere, it was decided to make a basic change in the battlefield orders for General Abrams. The existing “mission statement” for U.S. forces in Southeast Asia, inherited from the Johnson administration, declared the ambitious intention to “defeat” the enemy and “force” its withdrawal to North Vietnam. The new mission statement (which went into effect on August 15) focused on providing “maximum assistance” to the South Vietnamese to strengthen their forces, supporting pacification efforts, and reducing the flow of supplies to the enemy. As it turned out, the President at the last moment changed his mind and countermanded the new instructions. But Laird had already issued them, and they stood. I do not know whether the changed orders—which were quickly leaked—made any practical difference. Given the administration’s commitment to withdrawal, they reflected capabilities, whatever the doctrine.

On July 30, Nixon, on an around-the-world trip, made a surprise stop in Saigon against the advice of the Secret Service. For security reasons, the Saigon stop was not announced until the last moment. Nixon was whisked from the airport to the Presidential Palace in a helicopter that seemed to go straight up out of range of possible sniper fire and then plummeted like a stone between the trees of Thieu’s offices. I never learned how often the pilots had rehearsed this maneuver or how its risks compared with that of sniper fire. Nixon told Thieu that continued withdrawals were necessary to maintain American public support. He also argued that it was important that the reductions appear to be on a systematic timetable and at our initiative. We were clearly on the way out of Vietnam by negotiation if possible, by unilateral withdrawal if necessary.

A Secret Meeting

On June 24, we initiated another attempt at negotiations, through Jean Sainteny, in the 1950s French Delegate-General in Hanoi and familiar with North Vietnamese personalities. Sainteny saw the President in the Oval Office on July 15. Like many Frenchmen who had served in Indochina, he considered our enterprise hopeless; unlike many of his compatriots, he understood the importance of an honorable exit for America and for other free peoples. I did not doubt that he would report our contacts to his government. This was of secondary importance, since this knowledge could confer on France no unilateral benefit; it would satisfy curiosity, not affect policy. I trusted Sainteny’s honor and reliability in doing what he had undertaken; he and his wife were friends of long standing. He was trusted by the North Vietnamese as well. No more can be asked of an intermediary. Sainteny indicated that he would be prepared to visit Hanoi and carry a message. Alternatively, he suggested a meeting between me and Le Duc Tho when he next visited Paris.

Nixon chose the first course. A private letter from Nixon to Ho Chi Minh was drafted to be delivered personally by Sainteny in Hanoi. The letter stressed America’s commitment to peace; it offered to discuss Hanoi’s plans together with our own. It concluded:

The time has come to move forward at the conference table toward an early resolution of this tragic war. You will find us forthcoming and open-minded in a common effort to bring the blessings of peace to the brave people of Vietnam. Let history record that at this critical juncture, both sides turned their face toward peace rather than toward conflict and war.11


But the North Vietnamese refused to give Sainteny a visa. The letter was handed over to Hanoi’s Delegate-General, Mai Van Bo. Determined to try for a breakthrough before taking other decisions, we asked Sainteny to arrange for me to meet North Vietnamese negotiators.
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