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In memory of

Major General Fred Haynes, USMC

He played a key role in the assault on Mount Suribachi, Iwo Jima, and commanded the 5th Marine Regiment in Vietnam.

Adviser, mentor, coauthor, loyal friend






INTRODUCTION


Back in 2004, I found myself interviewing a retired US Marine general about his experiences on Iwo Jima and in Vietnam for a book I was writing on the history of the US Marine Corps. Before I put on my tape recorder, Major General Fred Haynes, a tall, courtly Texan in his mid-eighties, sighed and said, “James, I hate to say it, but we are never going to win this thing in Afghanistan. Thirty-seven years in the Marine Corps taught me a few things about the United States. We are very good at blowing things up and inflicting massive punishment on our adversaries, but we ought to get the hell out of the nation-building business. The truth is we don’t know what the hell we are doing.” How right the general was!

The harried American withdrawal effort from Kabul, Operation Allies Refuge, took place between mid-July and August 30, 2021. It succeeded in evacuating about 123,000 people. This was an astonishing logistical feat, but the last several days of the operation were absolute bedlam, replete with humiliating scenes of desperate Afghans clinging to the rear of a C-17 Globemaster transport plane as it began to take off, of Afghan parents passing their babies to marines along the tense perimeter of the airport, and of gruesome carnage following two suicide bombings by Islamic State terrorists in the midst of a nervous crowd at the Hamid Karzai International Airport. Those attacks snuffed out the lives of thirteen American servicemen, along with more than one hundred Afghans.

The last act of the Afghanistan War inevitably evoked memories of Operation Frequent Wind, the helicopter evacuation of the remaining Americans and some of their South Vietnamese allies from the US embassy in Saigon to the safety of a US Navy fleet in the South China Sea on April 29, 1975. That operation, carried out with extraordinary coolheadedness by US Marines under intense North Vietnamese pressure, succeeded in bringing out every American who wished to leave. But Vietnam’s conquerors arrived on the scene long before the marines could evacuate thousands of South Vietnamese who had worked for the United States as faithful servants of the cause. They were left behind to fend for themselves. Many ended up serving multiple-year tours in communist reeducation camps or drowning in rickety boats in the South China Sea as they tried to make their escape. The marines who took the last chopper off the embassy roof around 7:50 a.m. on April 30 were blinded for a few minutes by tear gas they themselves had fired to keep desperate Vietnamese from trying to jump into their overloaded aircraft. It was somehow a fitting end to America’s long entanglement in Southeast Asia.

Each of these evacuations brought an end to a failed crusade to export American-style democracy to foreign shores by policymakers transfixed by their own country’s military power, and by their missionary zeal to export its political ideology. It is demoralizing, to say the least, but we failed in Afghanistan for many of the same reasons we stumbled in Vietnam. The United States went into both ground wars half-blind, convinced that the righteousness of the cause and superior technology would ensure success. In both conflicts the United States had enormous military power at its disposal, but little understanding of how local politics worked. Unfortunately, history has a way of confirming over and over that in conflicts between conventional armies and well-organized insurgencies, politics trumps military operations. Political organization, mobilization, and the production of effective narratives invariably prove to be more important than battles and raw military strength.

United States forces never lost a big-unit (i.e., multi-battalion) battle in Vietnam or Afghanistan, but in light of Washington’s failure to build a legitimate, functional government with the help of its local allies in either place, the Americans’ tactical and operational victories proved to be strategically barren. As each conflict morphed from stalemate to quagmire to looming disaster, the American public was fed a steady diet of upbeat assessments served up by presidents and generals that had only tenuous knowledge of what was actually happening on the ground. As the futility of the fighting became increasingly apparent in each war, American ground forces were ultimately withdrawn. The American people were assured by the White House and the Pentagon that the cause was not lost, that the good fight would be carried on by our local allies, with American advice and support.

But this, too, was dissembling. Only the most naïve observers of the scene in Vietnam on the eve of the withdrawal of US combat forces in March 1973 believed the South Vietnamese army could stand up to the combined forces of the North Vietnamese army and the Vietcong on its own. The South Vietnamese army had been outfought in virtually every encounter with the enemy during the war. How could they be expected to survive against such powerful, well-motivated forces as the Vietnamese communists without the Americans? Much the same could be said about the feeble and unreliable forces that (barely) defended the last American-supported government in Afghanistan.

Why has the United States fared so poorly in waging irregular warfare over the past sixty years? Outmaneuvered is an attempt to answer this vexing question.






PART I FROM WOUNDED SUPERPOWER to “INDISPENSABLE NATION”







CHAPTER 1 Irregular Warfare and the American Military Tradition


The United States emerged from the vast destruction and chaos of World War II far better off than any other great power. In 1945 America had the most formidable military forces in history and a highly productive economy that served as the engine of recovery for a devastated Europe and East Asia. Washington, DC, became the epicenter of a new liberal world order, committed to expanding the boundaries of the democratic world and containing the virus of world communism. Ironically, since the conclusion of the Second World War almost eighty years ago Americans have fought in five major wars. They have prevailed in precisely one—the Persian Gulf War of 1990–91. Since America’s disastrous crusade in Vietnam ended in 1975, US forces have also engaged in scores of peacekeeping, peace enforcement, stability, and counterterrorism operations of varying complexity and duration in places like Lebanon, Grenada, Haiti, Bosnia, Panama, and Somalia. Here, too, the results have often been considerably less than satisfactory.

Why does the world’s only superpower have such a poor track record in military interventions overseas? In Outmaneuvered, I argue that since the early 1960s, irregular war (IW) campaigns have had an enormous and largely negative impact on American foreign policy. Conventional wisdom among scholars and analysts locates the primary cause of this failure in the American military’s conventional culture, its “way of war,” which favors kinetic, combined arms operations, highly mobile precision firepower, and sophisticated systems of command and control. Without question, US military culture has been a major stumbling block to success in recent IW conflicts. America’s democratic political culture, with its notorious impatience for quick results and revulsion for military casualties, has also worked against success in irregular warfare. But I have come to believe over the course of researching and writing this book that the most formidable obstacle to success over the last sixty years has been something else: pervasive strategic ineptitude at the pinnacle of Washington’s national security bureaucracy; that is, within the presidency and the National Security Council, and more broadly, within a foreign policy community that has a regrettable tendency to deal with complicated political and social conflicts primarily with military force. Time and time again, American presidents have committed military forces to operations in countries whose politics and cultures they did not understand. Senior decision makers have repeatedly overestimated the capacity of US forces to alter the social and political landscape of foreign nations, and underestimated the ability of insurgents and terrorists to sidestep US military tactics with protracted warfighting strategies to which Washington has no effective answer. And then, when things began to go wrong in the early stages of these encounters, decision makers were stubbornly reluctant to admit to failure and slow in changing course. Indeed, in the Global War on Terrorism (aka “on Terror,” GWOT), senior military officers responsible for providing those policymakers with military advice as well as candid appraisals of progress—or lack thereof—failed to do so. Thus, they were complicit in moral as well as strategic failure.

Outmaneuvered is not a comprehensive history of American military operations since Vietnam; nor does it offer comprehensive treatment of the nation’s irregular warfare campaigns. I take a selective approach to the subject, exploring, in addition to the three major wars of Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq, a set of campaigns chosen for their capacity to illuminate the nature of America’s encounter with irregular, or asymmetric, warfare. The book does not, for instance, provide a full narrative of Washington’s forty-plus-year struggle with Iran, concentrating instead on the first decade of that conflict. Nor will readers find coverage of the vast array of counterterrorism and advisory missions outside of Lebanon, Iraq, and Afghanistan. I do not discuss irregular warfare within the conventional conflicts in the Balkans in the 1990s or the Gulf War, though these are worthy of study.

Each chapter lays out the political context for a given event or organization, explores the major strategic decisions by the United States and (usually) its adversaries, and goes on to examine the results of those decisions on the ground. This is a “big picture” book, dealing primarily with strategy, operations, and politics, but the reader will find a good number of accounts of individual engagements and campaigns with a view to providing a feel for what was happening at ground level.


WHAT IS “IRREGULAR WAR”?

Irregular warfare is conflict in which military operations between conventional armies neither take center stage nor determine the outcome of the conflict. It is organized armed violence in which politics, often the struggle to gain the allegiance or acquiescence of a given population by the adversaries, figures more prominently than battles and campaigns between combatants. What distinguishes irregular conflicts from conventional ones, observes the international relations scholar Carnes Lord, “is not the scale of violence as such but the fact that the violence is embedded in a political context that directly shapes and constrains it…. Low intensity warfare is distinguished from other warfare by the extent to which politics dictates not merely strategy but military operations and even tactics.”1

In IW, coercive politics—assassination, terrorism, subversion, propaganda, the methodical construction of a shadow government—figure prominently, and cannot be countered by strictly military means alone. Human relationships and political mobilization are invariably more telling than military technology, and restraint in the use of armed force, rather than sheer firepower, is often critical to success. In IW, said a prominent US Army Special Forces officer recently, “You can’t kill your way to victory.”2

In this book, “irregular warfare” is a loose umbrella term encompassing a welter of other labels used to describe types of organized violence, including asymmetric wars, small wars, unconventional and proxy war, insurgency and counterinsurgency, terrorism, and counterterrorism. There are few hard-and-fast rules, and certainly no generic blueprint for achieving success in such ventures. Nonetheless, practitioners and theorists alike agree that successful strategies must be flexible and grounded in an intimate knowledge of local politics and history. Far more so than in conventional interstate conflicts, writes marine general Anthony Zinni, IW requires “cultural intelligence. What I need to understand is how these societies function. What makes them tick? Who makes the decisions? What is it about their society that is so remarkably different in their values, the way they think, compared to my values and the way I think?”3

In counterinsurgencies, the crucial objective is not the outright defeat of the adversary through military means. Rather, it is to bring insurgents into the political process. Thus, competent and committed local allies are indispensable. Wars in which strategic success for the United States requires some sort of political transformation of the society in question have been far more challenging than those that require only the defeat of the enemy’s military power.




AN ABUNDANCE OF IW EXPERIENCE

America’s poor record in waging irregular warfare over the past sixty years is all the more curious when one considers the extraordinary diversity of experience Americans have had with the phenomenon earlier in their history. In the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, Euro-American settlers along the moving frontier of North America waged a long, more or less continuous series of wars against the indigenous inhabitants. In one of the most important and instructive of these struggles—King Philip’s War of 1675–76—more than half of New England’s twenty thousand Native Americans rose up in rebellion against an ascendant and exploitive Puritan confederation. Over the course of less than a year, the Indians burned down twelve of the ninety New England settlements and severely damaged many others, forcing a great many of the region’s fifty thousand settlers to evacuate the hinterlands for the relative security of the larger towns on the coast, like Boston and Newport. Wampanoags, Narragansetts, Nipmucks, and other groups ambushed slow-moving Puritan columns and slaughtered garrisons holed up in many fortified blockhouses. They took scores of women and children prisoner.

The colonists ultimately prevailed through a combination of scorched-earth tactics, burning the Indians’ villages and corn supplies, and the efforts of a handful of frontiersmen like Benjamin Church and Samuel Moseley who adopted the Indians’ guerrilla tactics, employing friendly native scouts to chase down and defeat hostile Indian bands.

Church and Moseley prefigure colonial frontiersmen like Robert Rogers and his Rangers, who played a crucial role in Britain’s conquest over the French in North America, and Daniel Boone, a tenacious Indian fighter and founding father of Kentucky. During the American Revolution, George Washington pursued a hybrid strategy of conventional and partisan warfare to wear down the British will to continue the fight. Washington lost most of his conventional battles, but ultimately the continued survival of his army, coupled with a masterful IW campaign waged against the British in the South by General Nathanael Greene with bands of irregulars, forced the British to retire to coastal enclaves in Wilmington, North Carolina; Charlestown, South Carolina; and Savannah, Georgia; and to surrender the interior to Greene.

From the outset Greene expected to engage in a few set-piece battles against General Charles Cornwallis’s powerful army. He hoped he might win one or two of these encounters, but he never expected to win, in the traditional tactical sense of commanding the battlefield once the fighting was over. Holding ground wasn’t important. Rather, his chief objectives were to wear down British strength and patience by inflicting casualties and engaging in long marches across difficult, hostile terrain. To withdraw from major clashes with an army ready to fight another day, Greene told his troops, would be a kind of victory in itself.

In apt summary of his remarkable way of war, Greene wrote, “There are few generals that have run oftener, or more lustily than I have done…. But I have taken care not to run too far, and commonly have run as fast forward as backward, to convince our enemy that we were like a crab, that could run either way.”4 Greene did his running with partisan bands and regular army troops alike, and historian Russell Weigley is surely right in claiming that Greene’s genius as a strategist stemmed “from his ability to weave the maraudings of partisan raiders into a coherent pattern, coordinating them with the maneuvers of a field army otherwise too weak to accomplish much, and making the combination a deadly one.”5




THE ARMY, THE INDIANS, AND THE WEST

After the cataclysm of the Civil War (1861–65), the mighty federal army of 1 million men was rapidly reduced in size to a skeletal force of about 25,000, roughly 15 percent of whom were stationed in the South during Reconstruction. Most of the rest of the smallish force was deployed west of the Mississippi River, where it served “as the national jack of all trades, assigning soldiers, in addition to their military duties, the roles of engineer, laborer, policeman, border guard, explorer, administrator, and governor.”6 The army’s relationship to the Indians was as fraught with moral and political complications as the nation’s relationship as a whole to the Native American populations. General William T. Sherman, commanding general of the US Army from 1869 to 1883, got to the heart of the matter when he remarked that “there are two classes of people [in the United States], one demanding the utter extinction of the Indians, and the other full of love for their conversion to civilization and Christianity. Unfortunately, the army stands between them and gets the cuff from both sides.”7 Because the Bureau of Indian Affairs was notoriously corrupt and dysfunctional, the burden of managing the complicated politics of white-Indian relations along the vast frontier fell upon the small officer corps and the roughly 10,000 to 12,000 troopers dispersed in about a hundred smallish forts throughout the West. In 1866, there were 2 million settlers and 250,000 Indians west of the Mississippi; twenty-five years later, the numbers were 8.5 million and perhaps 100,000 natives remaining. The Indians’ military power had been completely destroyed and they had been relegated to the margins of the country.

In dealing with the natives, army officers pursued a mixed carrot-and-stick strategy, attempting to persuade native leaders to relocate to government-prescribed reservations in exchange for annuity payments, and offering promises of ample food, economic development, and protection from their adversaries. Tribes that did not oblige, and there were many among the nomadic Indians—the Sioux, the Lakota, and the Apache, most famously—were pursued for enormous distances by light cavalry units of one hundred to two hundred soldiers who traveled with pack mules and were supported by slow-moving wagon trains protected by infantrymen. Specialized, elite units of friendly Indian scouts and highly experienced soldiers were tasked with finding resisting bands. Once a settlement had been discovered, two or three cavalry columns would converge on the Indian camp, forcing the warriors to flee or fight. Although the individual fighting skills of Native Americans were recognized as superior, the Indians didn’t have the logistical wherewithal to stand up indefinitely against well-equipped, resolute cavalrymen. One by one, the tribes of the West submitted to US government control.

It is hard to believe, but true: despite the vast array of combat experiences against the Indians of the West, the army never made a serious effort to develop doctrine or training for fighting insurgents based on its Indian experience. Much like the post-Vietnam army, the frontier army’s leadership remained focused on conventional military operations as exemplified by the Napoleonic Wars. It was widely believed that bringing Indian bands to heel was little different from fighting bandits, and that it could be successfully accomplished by conventionally trained forces. As the Indian wars came to an end, there was a push for professionalization of the US Army, and a new school was established at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, for advanced officer training. Its purpose, wrote one senior army officer, was to turn the service “away from being an Indian police force to its true function, the art of war.”8




THE PHILIPPINE-AMERICAN WAR

The US Army’s most successful counterinsurgency war was waged in the Philippines, which became an American possession as a result of the Spanish-American War of 1898. From late 1899 until July 1902, Filipino nationalists under the charismatic Emilio Aguinaldo waged a determined but poorly organized guerrilla campaign, avoiding open battle against American units but executing hundreds of slashing attacks on supply columns and patrols. The war quickly devolved into a series of provincial struggles, in which US Army commanders displayed considerable imagination and dexterity in developing localized counterinsurgency strategies. They made excellent use of local friendly forces as scouts and policemen and were able to drive a wedge between the villagers and the insurgents.

The insurgency lacked a centralized strategic vision; modern, reliable weapons; and inaccessible base areas. More Americans died from tropical diseases than from combat. General Arthur MacArthur focused on two objectives simultaneously: providing security for the local population and reducing the guerrillas’ ability to wage war by destroying their bases and food supplies. American battalions and companies tended to stay in one place for their entire twelve- to sixteen-month tours of duty, so they got to know the local population and political dynamics well.

After Aguinaldo was captured in March 1901, the intensity of the struggle began to trail off considerably. By July 1902, the army had initiated a series of welcome nation-building projects, and only two or three provinces remained troubled by insurgency.




THE US MARINES IN THE CARIBBEAN AND CENTRAL AMERICA

For thirty years after the conquest of the Philippines, the United States conducted a wide array of counterinsurgency and constabulary missions in Central America and the Caribbean. The nation in the early years of the twentieth century had growing strategic as well as economic interests in the region. The government in Washington, astutely observes historian George Herring, “had the power and was willing to use it to contain revolutions and maintain hegemony over small, weak states where people were deemed inferior.”9 With few exceptions, these operations were spearheaded by US Marines. Out of these deployments—several of which went on for more than a decade, in which marines essentially established pro-American governments with the help of local allies—the Corps emerged as the one branch of the armed services truly comfortable with IW missions. At various junctures marine brigades came ashore in Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, and Cuba to fight guerrillas, to engage in small nation-building projects at the behest of the State Department, and to train local constabulary forces. In Nicaragua, marine aircraft were used for close air support for the first time in military history. Marines also used light aircraft for reconnaissance and supply operations deep within the Central American jungles.

Out of this deep wealth of experience came the one classic American work on irregular warfare known to every serious student of the subject—the Marine Corps’ Small Wars Manual of 1940—which described techniques, tactics, equipment, and even the mindset for “a wide range of activities, including diplomacy, contacts with the civil population, and warfare of the most difficult kind. The situation is often uncertain and the orders sometimes indefinite.”10

As we shall see, the marines were anxious to use what they had learned in Central America in the jungles of Vietnam, but neither the political nor the military leaders of the mid-1960s were enthusiastic about the Corps’ approach. They pressed the marines’ senior leadership to shift most of their resources into multi-battalion search-and-destroy operations against regular communist forces rather than working closely with the Vietnamese peasantry to free them from the yoke of Vietcong domination. The US Army turned its eyes and ears away from irregular warfare after Vietnam. The marines, however, did not, and the Marine Corps would play an outsize role in the history of American irregular warfare from Vietnam until today.








CHAPTER 2 Vietnam: The Anatomy of DefeatI


World War II gave birth to an eclectic array of independence movements against Western imperialism in Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. These revolutions—and the great powers’ response to them—transformed both world politics and military history in myriad and unexpected ways. Nowhere in the colonized world was the struggle against Western domination waged with more determination and strategic acumen than in the ancient Indochinese nation of Vietnam.

Although dominated by their northern neighbor China for more than a thousand years, the Vietnamese people had retained a sense of common identity for more than two millennia. A country of some 30 million in 1945, Vietnam had been colonized by the French in the mid-nineteenth century in an exceptionally violent and exploitive way, and occupied by the Japanese during the Second World War. A nationalist visionary named Ho Chi Minh (“He Who Enlightens” in Vietnamese), who happened to be a communist, organized a politico-military front called the Vietnamese Independence League in 1941 in Cao Bang province in northern Vietnam to challenge both the Japanese and the inevitable return of the French.

Deep in the mountains of northern Vietnam, Ho and his lieutenant Vo Nguyen Giap began to build a formidable army and a shadow political apparatus of some sophistication. The political front was known in the West as the Vietminh. The revolutionary army forged by Giap went through a number of name changes over the years. By the time of the American war in 1965, it was called the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN).

A few months after Japan’s surrender in August 1945, a French Expeditionary Force of 25,000 men did indeed return, landing in Saigon. French statesmen took the view that reclaiming their overseas empire was necessary to restore their nation’s sense of honor after its humiliating defeat at the hands of the Germans. Vietnam was the jewel in the crown of a French colonial empire that comprised a significant portion of North Africa and most of Indochina—Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam. The Vietminh leadership thought otherwise. By 1945, Ho, ably assisted by General Giap and senior politburo member Le Duan, had successfully mobilized several million people in a quest to challenge France’s effort to reassert dominance over the entire country.

War broke out between the French and the Vietminh in December 1946. The struggle between France and the Vietnamese revolutionaries turned out to be extraordinarily complex, brutal, and protracted. The First Indochina War lasted eight very long years. For the first four, the Vietminh built up their strength and conducted limited guerrilla strikes against French columns while Giap patiently expanded and trained the army. The French Expeditionary Force, meanwhile, expanded to about 150,000, including troops from France’s African colonies. Between 1950 and 1953, the Vietminh launched a series of offensives in northern Vietnam and Laos that forced the French to disperse widely and suffer a number of serious military setbacks, despite a massive infusion of funds and military assistance from the United States. Washington’s primary concern in supporting the French was to ensure Paris’s continued support and participation in the defense against Soviet expansion in Europe, but the Truman administration’s commitment to defeating Ho’s forces grew steadily as time went on.

At a supposedly impregnable French fortress deep in the mountains of northwest Vietnam in early 1954, five full divisions of PAVN troops faced off against an elite French division-size force in one of the most dramatic battles in the twentieth century: Dien Bien Phu. After lugging more than 150 artillery pieces deep into the jungled mountains by hand, the Vietnamese obliterated the enemy’s strongpoints in detail, and forced the French to surrender. This was the first pivotal battle of the postwar world to end with the defeat of a Western colonial power by an Asian army. It prompted in Paris a collapse of political will to carry on the fight.

At a major international conference in Geneva, Vietnam was divided into two temporary states: the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, north of the 17th parallel (DRV), governed by Ho Chi Minh’s political front; and a pro-Western South Vietnam, the Republic of Vietnam (or GVN, for Government of the Republic of Vietnam). At this point the United States firmly committed itself to the defense of South Vietnam. In effect, the Americans took over the struggle from the French. The two states committed to holding unification elections within two years, but the elections never happened.

In 1959, after peaceful efforts to unite the country under a single government had failed, the North Vietnamese politburo ordered some ten thousand clandestine soldiers and political operatives in the South to begin an armed insurgency against the American-supported regime in Saigon. Weak, corrupt, and widely unpopular with the peasantry that accounted for more than 90 percent of South Vietnam’s population, the South Vietnamese government came perilously close to collapsing in late 1964 under intense military pressure from the insurgents—by then known in the West as the Vietcong (VC).

Unwilling to see South Vietnam fall, US president Lyndon Johnson committed US Marines initially to defend a major air base at Danang, and to a strategic air campaign against North Vietnam in March 1965, on the (correct) theory that the politburo was directing the southern insurgency. By year’s end, there were 175,000 American troops in Vietnam. With very few exceptions, the key players in the formation of American foreign policy from the Truman through the Johnson administrations believed that Vietnam’s importance lay in the simple fact that it was a theater of Cold War competition. The country, in and of itself, had no strategic significance to Washington. To put it another way: official Washington believed Vietnam needed defending because the communist giants, the Chinese and the Soviets, were giving Ho both material and moral support with a view to expanding the “communist bloc” southward. The communists had already succeeded in biting off the northern half of the country in 1954; it was thus critical for the United States to preserve South Vietnam as a pro-Western bastion in Southeast Asia. A victory for the communists in South Vietnam, so the thinking went, was sure to inspire other adventures. Communist “wars of national liberation” had to be challenged, John F. Kennedy had said in 1963. Johnson was not at all keen to have to go to war in Southeast Asia. He had a long list of domestic priorities. Yet he felt obligated to defend South Vietnam against communist encroachment.

American policymakers took the gravely misinformed view that the French defeat in Indochina had very little to do with the wide popular appeal of Ho’s movement or the soundness of its politico-military strategy. Rather, the problem lay with France’s inability to prosecute the conflict aggressively, or to train the South Vietnamese to do so. Unlike France, the United States had the political know-how and the military power to get the job done right… or so went the conventional American thinking. How could an army of rice-farmers led by a cadre of communist fanatics frustrate the will of the greatest power on the face of the earth? It seemed impossible to the powers in Washington. It did not seem so to Ho Chi Minh or General Giap.

In retrospect, it is mind-boggling how poorly American decision makers of the 1960s understood the concrete political dynamics of revolutionary Vietnam. They failed to see Ho’s extraordinary organizational abilities, his charisma, his capacity to exploit Vietnamese nationalism to suit his own ends. The inability of American policymakers to recognize the deep and broad appeal of Ho’s revolutionary movement to ordinary Vietnamese people longing for both unity and freedom from foreign domination would have immense repercussions in the years ahead.

The American war in Vietnam lasted a full decade. An ingenious protracted war strategy that integrated irregular and conventional warfare with tireless political mobilization efforts in South Vietnam’s 2,500 villages utterly confounded the Americans and their South Vietnamese allies. Two years after the United States withdrew its ground forces in 1973, the People’s Army of Vietnam crushed the South Vietnamese army in a conventional invasion by more than twenty North Vietnamese divisions in early 1975. Hanoi’s victory in Vietnam is widely viewed as one of the greatest achievements in world military history. In the United States, the war shook the country’s institutional and ideological foundations, exacerbating deep cleavages in American society between liberals and conservatives, young and old, Black and white. It left the country baffled and ambivalent about its role in the world and widened the credibility gap between Washington and the American people. Journalist Arnold Isaacs wrote more than twenty years ago that the American misadventure in Vietnam “lingers in the national memory, brooding over our politics, our culture, our long, unfinished debate over who we are and what we believe.”1 It still does.


THE AMERICAN WAR BEGINS

In 1965, the United States was indisputably the most powerful and prosperous nation on the face of the earth. America led a Western alliance that sought to expand the boundaries of democracy abroad. Its military power was the chief bulwark against communist expansion in Europe, Asia, and Africa. The US economy and the country’s increasingly consumer-driven way of life were the envy of much of the world. As the year began, Lyndon Baines Johnson (LBJ) and his senior foreign policy advisers were deeply preoccupied with a crisis: Washington had committed itself to the defense of South Vietnam against communist encroachment a decade earlier, after the French withdrawal. John Kennedy had steadily escalated military assistance to Saigon, raising the number of advisers (many of whom saw combat) from nine hundred when he assumed office to sixteen thousand at the time of his assassination. The offensive capability of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) was significantly strengthened with the arrival of helicopters and armored personnel carriers.

Nonetheless, by fall of 1964, South Vietnam was on the precipice of falling to the Vietcong insurgency. Indeed, it was quite clear to Washington that South Vietnam lacked a functional national government at all, as one coup rolled into another. The politically ambitious generals and civilian politicians who constituted Saigon’s political class were far more interested in shoring up their own positions in the government hierarchy and obtaining funds from the Americans than in fighting the insurgents. In September 1964, the first People’s Army of Vietnam regiments—the regular North Vietnamese army—arrived in South Vietnam to reinforce the Vietcong. The situation on the ground went from bad to worse.

By the latter half of 1964, more and more credible voices in the US foreign policy establishment and the media became openly skeptical that South Vietnam could be preserved. They proposed that the failure of the Saigon regime to get its act together offered LBJ an excellent opportunity, as well as a solid rationale, to withdraw American forces and seek some sort of political solution. George Kennan, the estimable father of the containment doctrine, counseled the administration to withdraw as soon as possible, on the grounds that it was better to liquidate an unsound investment before the costs became punishing.

Detailed historical analyses of the key decisions during this period reveal unambiguously that neither Johnson nor his senior advisers—Secretary of State Dean Rusk, National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy, and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara—ever seriously weighed the withdrawal option. As Johnson himself would write, he feared that “the fall of South Vietnam [in 1965] would set off a mean and destructive debate that would shatter my presidency, kill my administration, and damage our democracy.”2

History doesn’t offer us alternative versions of events, but the consensus among scholars today is that Johnson greatly exaggerated the likely effects of an American withdrawal in 1965. Kennan, Vice President Hubert Humphrey, Undersecretary of State George Ball, British prime minister Harold Wilson, and major media outlets like the Washington Post and the New York Times all felt by the beginning of that year that Johnson could have justified the withdrawal on very sound strategic grounds. But LBJ wasn’t buying their argument, in large measure, suggests historian George Herring, because his “principal foreign policy concern was to avoid anything that smacked of weakness or defeat.”3

By February 1965, Johnson had decided that the only way to preserve Saigon’s independence was to launch a bombing campaign (Operation Rolling Thunder) against North Vietnam, and to deploy American ground forces to reinforce the beleaguered South Vietnamese army. A brigade of US Marines made an unopposed amphibious landing in Danang on March 8; US Army divisions followed in the spring and summer, along with a vast array of NGOs, contractors, civilian engineers, and construction companies to develop Vietnam’s primitive infrastructure to support a major American war. Airfields, all-weather roads, six deepwater ports, and scores of American installations seemed to appear overnight.

In July 1965, Johnson warmly approved his senior field general’s attrition strategy to defeat the insurgency. General William Westmoreland, the commander of Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), prioritized large-unit, search-and-destroy operations by heliborne infantry against main force enemy units—regular communist soldiers, as opposed to lightly armed guerrillas. Westy left the fight against the guerrillas and political cadres in the countryside—the heart of the struggle, according to counterinsurgency experts far and wide—to the dysfunctional South Vietnamese army and the government’s local militia forces. With a force of forty-four combat battalions and a total of 175,000 American troops, Westmoreland said he could blunt the considerable momentum of the insurgency by the end of 1965 and stabilize the military balance. In phase two of the campaign, from January to June 1966, US forces would go on a sustained offensive, requiring the deployment of an additional twenty-four combat battalions and supporting forces for those units. The combat battalions would “find, fix, and destroy” enemy main force units in the mountainous hinterlands of the Central Highlands, along the coastal villages of the northern part of the country, and in the major VC base camps surrounding the capital, Saigon. American infantry would both locate and engage enemy main forces, but most of the killing would be done through the immense firepower that supporting arms—artillery, aircraft, and naval gunfire—could bring to bear.

By the end of the 1966 offensive or soon thereafter, Westmoreland projected, the war would likely reach a “crossover point,” where Hanoi would be taking more casualties per month than they could replace on the battlefield. Once Hanoi reached that grim plateau, Westmoreland reckoned, its will to continue taking punishment would weaken, and then break. At that point, mop-up operations would begin. It might take another year or so to finish off the enemy—for good. Such was the plan.

In mid-November 1965, deep in the jungles of the Central Highlands, the North Vietnamese and American armies clashed for the first time in one of the most dramatic encounters in American military history: the Battle of Ia Drang Valley. There, one American battalion was almost annihilated, but prevailed against heavy North Vietnamese assaults for three days. Another US battalion was completely destroyed in a vicious communist ambush just a day after the Americans had prevailed around the initial engagement at Landing Zone X-Ray. American losses were 304 dead and 524 wounded. The army claimed to have killed more than 3,500 Vietnamese, but a more realistic figure, factoring in the American penchant for casualty inflation, would be 2,000.

Westmoreland looked at the numbers and declared the battle a great victory. It had confirmed the soundness of his strategy. “We’ll just go on bleeding them dry until Hanoi wakes up to the fact that they have bled their country to the point of national disaster for generations,” said America’s senior field commander a bit later in the war.4

Trouble was, Westmoreland had misread the battle, as well as the war of which it was a part. While the big fight in the Central Highlands had vindicated air mobile warfare in a limited, tactical sense—Lieutenant Colonel Hal Moore and his air cavalry troopers had forced the enemy to withdraw from the main battlefield—the fighting there did not foil Hanoi’s plan to cut South Vietnam in half, as General Westmoreland and many military historians claimed afterward. We now know that that had never been the North Vietnamese commander’s intention. What’s more, the frenetic pace of operations in Pleiku Province placed enormous strains on the 1st Cavalry’s logistical system. In fact, the division required emergency assistance from the air force just to keep a single brigade operating at a high tempo for a few days.

Westmoreland and his superiors were looking at the bright side, not the whole story. Whatever else might be said, killing enemy forces with airmobile assaults was both a very risky and an expensive business. Lieutenant Colonel Moore’s celebrated American victory at Landing Zone X-Ray that was at the heart of the battle had been a very near thing. At several junctures during the first two days of combat, Moore’s four-hundred-man battalion might well have been overrun and annihilated. Had the weather been poor enough to constrict air support, such an outcome seems more likely than not. Lieutenant Colonel Moore made a series of split-second decisions that proved to be right, despite limited information in a highly chaotic situation. And he was clearly a steadying, reassuring force to his men during their extreme trial under fire.

Lieutenant Colonel Nguyen Huu An, the tactical commander of PAVN forces at X-Ray, joined his superiors in sincerely thinking they had gotten the better of the Americans in the fighting. First off, they viewed the fighting through the lens of protracted warfare strategy, not by Western military standards. PAVN forces had fought with great determination and skill against an enemy with far more powerful weapons than their own, including lavish airpower, and yet they had inflicted heavy casualties on the Americans. Despite communist propaganda to the contrary, Hanoi’s senior leadership never expected its regular forces to defeat American units in set-piece battles. The most plentiful weapon the North Vietnamese had was people, and they were expendable. As General Giap had argued frequently in strategy meetings and in his many writings, the communists couldn’t match the United States in raw military power, but they were superior to their adversaries in the arenas of political strength and organizational skill. The regiments that had fought in the Pleiku campaign could be rebuilt and refurbished, and indeed, they were.

In light of the Ia Drang fight, Giap and the other North Vietnamese strategists felt reassured that their forces could inflict enough casualties on the Americans to break the will of Washington and the American people to carry on the fight. And that reassurance was a victory of a sort. They had learned a great deal about fighting the Americans during the Pleiku campaign. They hoped to put that knowledge to good use in future engagements.

By early 1966, the spooky atmospherics of the American war had emerged quite clearly, as historian Max Hastings deftly reveals:


Everything about the war was hard—vehicles, guns, shells, planes, body armor, bullets, c-ration cans, Conexes, the will of the enemy—everything except human flesh and most of the ground underfoot. Soldiers and civilians were carpeting the country with a network of bases, runways, all-weather roads, and PXes—Post Exchange stores. For every American serviceman, a hundred pounds of supplies and equipment was delivered daily, straining to the breaking point the port and airfield facilities of a relatively primitive Asian land. Theft on an industrial scale became endemic. Trucks bouncing breakneck along potholed roads brushed aside peasants and their lumbering water buffalo, while low-flying Hueys blew dust clouds over countless washing lines…. Many Americans found it impossible to regard thatch-and-bamboo huts, their dim interiors boasting only a few pots and beds of woven straw, as the homes of people deserving of respect. Vietnamese watched with apparent indifference as soldiers or Marines probed their walls and straw piles with bayonets. [Marine Lt.] Phil Caputo… was dismayed to discover that not all his Marines… had a store of humanity as impressive as their combat skills…. His sergeant observed that “before you leave here, sir, you’re going to learn that one of the most brutal things in the world is your average nineteen-year-old American boy.”5



Fear of the imminent collapse of South Vietnam had evaporated by the end of 1965. American military power had indeed saved the day, but astute observers noted some serious problems on the American–South Vietnamese side. Although all the senior players in Washington and Saigon knew that the conflict in Vietnam ultimately hinged on the South Vietnamese government’s ability to gain the loyalty and respect of the people in the villages, that part of the war was not going at all well. The South Vietnamese army was a broken institution, riven by corruption and political intrigue. It was not up to the tasks it had been assigned.

Westmoreland’s way of war—the US Army’s preferred way of war—did inflict ghastly casualties on the forces of the revolution by Western standards, but it also destroyed hundreds of villages and drove several million Vietnamese peasants from their ancestral homes to slums outside of Saigon, Danang, and other urban centers. Once the American war machine was in full gear, as it was by early 1966, it began to shred the social fabric of the country it was supposed to be saving. Meanwhile, the leading players in the Saigon government successfully resisted pressure from the American ambassador and the State Department to undertake reforms necessary to bolster popular support. Massive influx of American funds only exacerbated a very serious corruption problem.

Nor did Westmoreland give any indication that he took the enemy’s ingenious protracted war strategy seriously. General Vo Nguyen Giap, the chief author of that North Vietnamese strategy, often remarked that American military forces were far superior to his own by virtually every measure. Nonetheless, he believed that Washington’s strategic assessments of the nature of the war, of its own strengths and weaknesses and those of its adversaries, were markedly inferior to those of Hanoi.




CRITICS OF AMERICAN STRATEGY

The White House stood by Westmoreland’s strategy until the dramatic turning point of the war, the communist Tet Offensive in January 1968, largely because neither Johnson nor his advisers were able to grasp what was happening in the war at the ground level. They saw that US forces were defeated tactically very rarely, and that enemy casualties dwarfed those of the Americans as the level of combat intensified steadily in 1966 and 1967. What they did not see clearly was that the Vietcong were highly motivated, tenacious fighters who were growing in number and tactical sophistication all the time, and that the revolutionary political cadres in the villages—the so-called “shadow government”—had a great deal more to offer the peasantry than the Saigon regime ever did.

Yet of course, it was true: a number of important observers and officials expressed deep reservations about Westmoreland’s approach to the war. General Maxwell Taylor, former ambassador to South Vietnam and former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, along with senior US Marine generals, favored an enclave or oil-spot pacification strategy, focused on wresting control of the villages for the government in Saigon and letting the effects seep outward. General Lew Walt, commander of all marines in Vietnam and all operations in I Corps (the northernmost five provinces of South Vietnam, where fighting was particularly heavy), was given some latitude for strategic issues by Westmoreland, but as time went on, the army general put more and more pressure on Walt to run search-and-destroy operations and complained about his reluctance to do so.

Meanwhile, the US Army’s chief of staff, Harold K. Johnson, continued to hold doubts about Westmoreland’s ability to wrap his mind fully around the complexities of the hybrid battlefield in Vietnam, of its unique amalgam of conventional and irregular warfare and political struggle. General Johnson commissioned a team of army strategists and civilian academics to look at alternative approaches. The classified study, A Program for the Pacification and Long-Term Development of South Vietnam (PROVN), was published in March 1966, and then shared with only a very small number of key military and political players, but it expressed strong reservations about the trajectory of the war thus far, and about Westmoreland’s governing strategy:


The situation in South Vietnam (SVN) has seriously deteriorated. 1966 may well be the last chance to ensure eventual success. “Victory” can only be achieved through bringing the individual Vietnamese, typically a rural peasant, to support willingly the Government of South Vietnam (GVN)…. The critical actions are those that occur at the village, district and province levels. This is where the war must be fought; this is where the war and the object beyond it [an independent, democratic South Vietnam] must be won…. [Next to pacification] all other military aspects of the war are secondary.6



General Westmoreland found the PROVN study unconvincing. He banished it into obscurity by calling for “further study” by his staff. In the months and years to follow, MACV’s commander consistently resisted any plan that required the US Army to take on substantial pacification duties. As General John Tillson, one of Westmoreland’s senior operations officers, reported years after the war, “We never did pay attention to the COIN [counterinsurgency] area. My predecessor, Major General Bill DePuy, never hesitated about heavy artillery preparation. He never thought about COIN—he was fighting nothing but a conventional war.”7

Plenty of officers who had served in Vietnam in the early years knew there was something wrong with American strategy as well. When General Johnson consulted a group of officers of the 1st Division about current strategy in the fall of 1965, he quickly learned that the consensus view was, as one colonel put it, “We just didn’t think we could do the job the way we were doing it.”8 The junior officers told Johnson flat-out that for the most part, the enemy avoided making contact when the Americans launched big-unit search-and-destroy missions. Constant, intensive, small-unit patrolling was the answer, and it would take a lot of time.

Andrew Krepinevich, a prominent military analyst and former army officer, believes that Westmoreland’s approach to Vietnam “was a faithful representation of the Army’s attitude on counterinsurgency warfare: give lip service to the classical doctrine [on counterinsurgency] while focusing primary attention on standard operations.”9 He makes a persuasive case for his conclusion. MACV was willing to cede to the ARVN and the Regional and Popular Forces the burden of breaking the stranglehold of the NLF political infrastructure on the villages. Westmoreland would use the US Army to fight the kind of war it had been trained to fight rather than the war it found itself fighting.

By early 1967, it was increasingly obvious that the “crossover point” was a bankrupt strategic concept. It failed to take account of several pivotal variables, such as the enemy’s ability to limit his own casualties by avoiding battle, the limits on American combat operations imposed by Washington, and North Vietnam’s demographics at the time. LBJ prohibited American forces from attacking communist formations in Laotian and Cambodian sanctuaries. He ruled out a ground invasion of North Vietnam. By the time of the dramatic Tet Offensive in early 1968, the Americans and South Vietnamese had killed about 220,000 enemy troops—sixteen times the number of Americans who had been killed at the time. Over 200,000 North Vietnamese men came of military age each year, and Hanoi was willing to take casualties on a scale no Western democracy could sustain in individual battles. It could also control its rate of losses simply by avoiding big-unit combat, and it did so at various junctures throughout the remainder of the war.

Under these limitations, no army on earth was going to bleed the communist forces dry. General Westmoreland also made the optimistic but wrong assumption that there would be many, many multi-battalion clashes between the regular forces of each side after Ia Drang, in which his forces would kill large numbers of enemy troops. It didn’t work out that way. Individual battles where the Americans inflicted more than a couple of hundred casualties on communist forces were relatively rare events for the remainder of the war. The majority of American small-unit patrols by platoons and companies never made sustained contact with the enemy. Many American foot patrols, in fact, were long walks in the jungle to nowhere. The enemy in Vietnam was indeed exceptionally hard to find. Therefore, he was hard to kill in large numbers.




TET: THE WATERSHED

Early on the morning of January 31, 1968, eighty-four thousand communist troops launched simultaneous attacks on more than a hundred South Vietnamese cities, towns, and South Vietnamese army (ARVN) installations. The attacks coincided with the beginning of Tet, the Vietnamese holiday that is like Christmas, New Year, and Easter all rolled into one. A truce had been arranged, and well over half of South Vietnam’s troops were on leave at the time Hanoi sprang the attacks; so were a great many Americans. One of the greatest surprise operations in the history of warfare, Hanoi’s “General Offensive, General Uprising” had multiple objectives. The most ambitious was to spark an uprising in the cities, in which the people would rally to the communist cause and seize the reins of power in the name of the revolution, thereby making the American presence in the South untenable. Another objective was to demonstrate the hollowness and ineptitude of the Saigon regime and the ARVN to the people of South Vietnam. A third objective, in the words of one of its chief planners, was “to break the will of the U.S. aggressors, force the United States to accept defeat in the South and put an end to all its acts of aggression in the North.”10

The most seasoned communist field commanders were deeply skeptical of their ability to spark an uprising. Yet several of the key strategists in Hanoi, including Giap, believed that the shock of such a powerful countrywide offensive, coming just weeks after General William Westmoreland had assured the American people that the war’s end was in sight, might break the American people’s will to carry on in Vietnam.

Meticulous planning for the assaults on the part of the People’s Liberation Armed Forces and their political cadres went on for close to a year. General Westmoreland dismissed accumulating signs of a general offensive on the grounds that Hanoi was too weak and inept to coordinate such a vast undertaking. But it was Westmoreland who was inept, not the communists. A diversionary campaign around the remote marine combat base at Khe Sanh hoodwinked America’s top general in Vietnam into believing that a Dien Bien Phu–style attack was imminent there. Just before the communists launched Tet, Westmoreland ordered massive reinforcements to the northwestern corner of South Vietnam to meet the challenge. The long-anticipated massed attack against the main base at Khe Sanh never happened.

The initial success of many of the communist attacks at the end of January was ensured by the absence of US reaction forces close to the key targets. In Saigon, communist commandos attacked a number of allegedly impenetrable targets of symbolic significance, including the US embassy compound. Vietcong sappers penetrated the compound with ease, then engaged in a seven-hour, running gun battle with American security forces before they were all killed or captured, and order was restored. Initial reports by a flood of journalists at the scene had it that the Vietcong had temporarily taken over the embassy. They had not, but in the wake of Tet, millions of stunned Americans continued to believe the early reports.

Throughout the country, many provincial capitals and ARVN installations were overrun. After a day or so of chaos and confusion, the Americans and ARVN mounted formidable counterattacks and reversed communist gains within a week pretty much everywhere. The most notable exception was Hue, the elegant cultural and intellectual capital of old Vietnam, a city of 140,000 souls. The old part of the city north of the Huong River contained an enormous fortress, enclosed by thick, twenty-six-foot-high walls. Here, where Vietnam’s emperors had lived in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was a maze of pagodas and dynastic tombs, narrow streets, alleys, courtyards, and even a royal palace. It was called the Citadel. South of the river was the modern half of the city.

Vietcong sappers and political cadres had slipped into the lightly defended city in civilian clothes several days before the first wave of attacks and prepared the way for a brilliantly executed assault by two regiments of North Vietnamese troops. As reinforcements poured in, communist political commissars set up a revolutionary administration within the city confines and proceeded to execute at least two thousand GVN officials and sympathizers. They were buried in mass graves.

It fell to the US Marines at nearby Phu Bai combat base and elements of the 1st ARVN Division to wrest the city back from the enemy, while US Army units struggled to cut off North Vietnamese supply and reinforcement lines from the A Shau Valley to the west. For twenty-five days, the marines and the North Vietnamese hammered away at each other at point-blank range, fighting block by block in miserable weather. The marines were tasked with clearing out the southern half of the city, with its large government buildings, university, and hospital. That took a bit more than a week, at which point they crossed the Huong River under heavy fire and doggedly fought their way through the Citadel alongside the ARVN.

More than half of the initial eighty-four thousand communist troops were killed in the Tet Offensive and the communists failed to hold on to a single strategic piece of real estate. But Tet’s pivotal objective wasn’t to gain and hold South Vietnamese territory. Rather, it was to inflict a devastating political blow on Washington and the American public by revealing the depth and strength of the revolutionary forces’ commitment, and the failure of the American campaign to accomplish its objectives despite three years of heavy combat. In this sense, Tet turned out to be a decisive strategic success for Hanoi. Two months before the offensive, General Westmoreland had told Congress in a nationally televised speech that the enemy was on the ropes, and that “the end [of the war] begins to come into view.” The offensive confirmed what so many astute participants and observers already knew: Westmoreland was well out of his depth. He simply didn’t understand the war’s crucial dynamics. Nor did his senior superiors in the White House.

Tet occurred simultaneously with an incipient economic crisis in the States and the capture of a US Navy ship by North Korea. A crisis atmosphere enveloped the White House in February and March 1968. Supported by congressional hawks, General Earle Wheeler, chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, took the opportunity to press President Johnson to sharply escalate the war by calling up the reserves, pursuing a new counterinsurgency strategy, and sending at least an additional 100,000 troops to Vietnam as expeditiously as possible. Johnson viewed such a drastic expansion of the war as a nightmare for the nation. What’s more, it would be politically suicidal for him personally. The outgoing secretary of defense, Robert McNamara, estimated the cost of this escalation to be more than $10 billion, and that it might ultimately take more resources than that to get the job done.

Johnson’s new secretary of defense, the consummate Washington insider Clark Clifford, was also deeply skeptical that more military power would make a difference. In March 1968 he gathered a coterie of the nation’s foreign policy “wise men,” the most influential of whom had entered government service back in the Truman administration: Dean Acheson, Paul Nitze, and Clifford himself. A consensus soon emerged among this august body: Vietnam was threatening both the economic and the worldwide strategic posture of the United States. The war had become so all-consuming that it was crippling the nation’s capacity to defend its truly vital interests in Western Europe, East Asia, and the Middle East. It was time, urged the group’s spokesman, Dean Acheson, to extricate the country from Vietnam, and to pursue a political solution of some sort to the conflict. The country, he said, can “no longer do the job we set out to do in the time we have left, and we must begin to disengage.”11

On March 31, LBJ shocked the nation as well as his own advisers when he announced on national television a partial bombing halt over North Vietnam and put forward suggestions for beginning negotiations to end the conflict. And then, stunning even his closest advisers, he declared that he would not run for reelection. “Johnson’s War” had consumed his presidency.

Although LBJ never authorized the searching review of strategy the situation appeared to call for, senior officials quickly came to see that the United States had to begin preparing for extrication from a quagmire. The South Vietnamese armed forces ultimately would have to carry the burden of the fighting. Indeed, this was the brief for the next commander of Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, a tough, astute tank officer named Creighton Abrams. Westmoreland was summarily kicked upstairs to Army Chief of Staff in Washington. Abrams had the thankless task of presiding over the gradual drawdown of US forces that began in mid-1969, training the South Vietnamese, and keeping the communist revolutionary forces off-balance. Abrams put a halt to the large, counterproductive search-and-destroy missions that had wreaked such havoc on the population, and stepped up pacification efforts in South Vietnam’s 2,500 villages.

On Abrams’s watch, security in the rural areas improved considerably, in part because of much more effective attacks on the Vietcong political infrastructure through the Central Intelligence Agency’s Phoenix Program, which focused on kill-or-capture operations against communist political operatives. It also helped that Hanoi opted from 1969 to 1971 to limit insurgency operations in favor of preparing for large-scale conventional operations once America’s forces had withdrawn in significant numbers.

Republican Richard M. Nixon easily defeated Hubert Humphrey in the 1968 presidential election, in large part by promising that he had a secret plan to bring the Vietnam War to an honorable close. He was dissembling. An awkward politician who was deeply uncomfortable with other people—even friends—Nixon formed an unlikely partnership with one of the leading international relations scholars in the world, Henry Kissinger of Harvard. The two men attempted a major realignment of great-power relations and to strip American foreign policy of excessive moralism. Together they were brilliant but flawed Machiavellian strategists. They hoped that they could gain leverage over the North Vietnamese in negotiating an end to the war by establishing détente with Moscow, and a long-overdue rapprochement with Beijing.

The Nixon administration achieved some truly remarkable breakthroughs with the two communist giants, but the leverage against Hanoi never really materialized. To bring the American war in Vietnam to its ugly conclusion would take some four years, during which the fighting and dying continued at a brisk pace. Hanoi, however, understood well that time was ultimately on its side. The communists steadfastly refused to concede to a key American demand: that any peace agreement required the withdrawal not just of Americans but of all PAVN troops from South Vietnam.

To buy time for Vietnamization, Nixon ordered a secret bombing campaign over North Vietnamese sanctuaries in eastern Cambodia, followed by a ground attack by US and ARVN forces on April 29, 1970. The operation was a limited tactical success, yet it soon blossomed into another strategic disaster for the Americans. The incursion destabilized Cambodia, leading directly to a civil war in which the murderous Pol Pot emerged victorious. Several million Cambodians would ultimately perish. The attack turbocharged the antiwar movement in the United States. Millions of Americans were outraged that a president who had promised to end the war was expanding its scope significantly. Four college students were killed by the Ohio National Guard during protests at Kent State University, setting off a wave of protests and strikes. It seemed like the country was splitting apart at the seams.

Nixon, drenched in paranoia and alcohol, railed against his “enemies” at home, and put into motion elements of the Huston Plan, which authorized intelligence agencies to eavesdrop (entirely illegally) on patriotic Americans. Nixon’s hostile response to his critics, observes historian George Herring, “led straight to the abuses of power that produced the Watergate scandal and his downfall.”12 By the time the warring parties put their signatures to “The Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring the Peace in Vietnam” on January 27, 1973, more than fifty-eight thousand Americans and 3 million Vietnamese had lost their lives. Much of South Vietnam had been reduced to a wasteland by American bombing and chemical defoliants.

The “peace agreement” of January 1973 led to the withdrawal of all remaining American combat forces from Vietnam within a couple of months and established a ceasefire between the Vietnamese combatants. Nixon proclaimed the agreement brought “peace with honor” to the United States. This was largely self-serving rhetoric, for the agreement was little more than a well-choreographed piece of diplomatic fiction to ensure a “decent interval” between the withdrawal of the United States and the fall of South Vietnam.

The interval proved to be about two and a half years. Heavy combat commenced within a matter of hours after the ceasefire went into effect and continued at various levels of intensity as the months ground on. Thus, what the accords truly signaled was the beginning of the final phase of Hanoi’s thirty-year struggle to unify all of Vietnam under its dominion. Even with billions of dollars of military and economic aid from the Americans, the hapless South Vietnamese army was no match for the twenty-plus divisions of PAVN troops Hanoi had deployed in its Ho Chi Minh campaign to conquer the South early in 1975. “The North Vietnamese simply rolled over the countryside, driving on Saigon,” wrote journalist Phil Caputo, who had been deployed as an infantry lieutenant with the marines a decade earlier. Caputo was there at the end as well. “Except for a brief, hopeless stand made by a single division at the provincial capital of Xuan Loc, the ARVN offered no significant resistance. The South Vietnamese Army broke into pieces. It dissolved.”13 So ended the most divisive event in twentieth-century American history—the nation’s first lost war.




REFLECTIONS

In the immediate aftermath of defeat, the American people developed a collective case of amnesia about the festering sore that was Vietnam. By the early 1980s there emerged in the national security and military communities a strong and enduring aversion to deploying American forces abroad generally, but particularly in the case of messy, ambiguous irregular conflicts that resembled the Vietnam War. Forces should not be deployed, said an increasingly influential set of officers and officials, without a clear objective, full political support of the people, and a willingness to provide more than sufficient force to get the mission accomplished. This set of beliefs manifested itself in the Weinberger Doctrine of 1984, named after Ronald Reagan’s secretary of defense, Caspar Weinberger.

A bogus thesis explaining America’s humiliating defeat soon emerged in popular culture: the military had lost the war because the politicians had placed too many restraints on military operations. Even fifty years after the war’s ending, one occasionally hears this explanation repeated in public conversations, for the simple reason that it is emotionally satisfying to Americans who prefer not to think their country lost to what Henry Kissinger called a “fourth-rate power.” Emotionally satisfying it may be. It is also a completely unsatisfactory explanation in the eyes of serious historians of the war.

Political strictures on military operations did not cause the defeat of the Americans and South Vietnamese. Rather, a series of widely held misconceptions about the very nature of the conflict among senior decision makers inevitably produced a series of disastrous strategic gaffes. Unlike the Americans, the Vietnamese revolutionaries understood the parameters of the war very well, and they devised a strategy to fight it that had one singular merit: it worked.

From the vantage point of more than fifty years, it’s difficult to quarrel with the idea that senior officials, from Johnson and Westmoreland on down, gravely misjudged the character of the war they decided to fight. Neither Lyndon Johnson, nor his advisers, nor General Westmoreland was able to grasp that the crisis in Vietnam was not fundamentally a Cold War, East-West confrontation, but a complicated civil conflict between Vietnamese, in which communist-led revolutionaries with impeccable nationalist credentials were locked in conflict with a Saigon regime with pitifully weak ones. And those credentials were made weaker still by the infusion of US military forces in 1965, and the inevitable takeover of management of the war by Washington from Saigon.

Since the 1970s, Westmoreland has often been singled out by historians and journalists as both largely responsible for and a symbol of American defeat. This seems unfair in light of what we now know about the war. The more we understand about the conflict, the less likely it seems that any American general, or any viable military strategy, could have prevented the fall of South Vietnam to Hanoi. Could the United States have waged a well-executed counterinsurgency strategy given the American people’s notorious impatience for concrete results when their troops are fighting and dying? Could the South Vietnamese political and military leaders have somehow escaped their fractiousness and dysfunction? No one knows the answer to either question for sure. No one ever will. My best guess, having studied the conflict for several decades, is that the answer to both questions is a simple “no.”

The United States made many mistakes in fighting the war in Vietnam. But the mother of them all was deciding to fight with its own ground forces there in the first place. The dangers inherent in that decision, of course, were not lost on quite a few knowledgeable people both inside and outside the administration during the early part of the war. Look, for instance, at this remarkably perceptive April 1965 analysis by Harold P. Ford of the CIA, written just as the US Marines were granted permission to go on offensive operations against the Vietcong for the first time:


This troubled essay proceeds from a deep concern that we are becoming progressively divorced from reality in Vietnam, that we are proceeding with far more courage than wisdom—toward unknown ends. There seems to be a congenital American disposition to underestimate Asian enemies. We are doing so now. We cannot afford so precious a luxury. Earlier, dispassionate estimates, war games, and the like, told us that [the communists in Vietnam] would persist in the face of such pressures as we are now exerting on them. Yet we now seem to expect them to come running to the conference table, ready to talk…. The chances are considerably better than even that the United States will in the end have to disengage from Vietnam and do so considerably short of our present objectives.14



Many historians of the war have argued that the “cold war consensus” in domestic politics pushed Johnson and his advisers inexorably toward major war, leaving them, in effect, no other choice. According to this argument, both major political parties, the elite foreign policy establishment, and even the public at large had accepted responsibility for challenging the expansion of communism in Europe by 1947. By the mid-1960s China had replaced the Soviet Union as the engine of communist revolution, and Vietnam had become the crucial battleground. If the Johnson administration failed to meet the challenge in Indochina, asserts this viewpoint, it would face even more difficult challenges elsewhere in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.

Historian Fredrik Logevall demolished this line of argument in his exceptionally perceptive book about American decision-making in the early and mid-1960s, Choosing War. Too many influential people and institutions had put forward compelling arguments for moving along a political track toward disengagement for the Johnson administration to have been “locked in” to pressing ahead with war, he contends, especially since Johnson had been given a broad mandate with his spectacular success in the November 1964 election. The “cold war consensus” was in the process of breaking down as the Johnson administration tried to come to grips with the crisis in Vietnam. Thus, during the crucial decision-making period, Johnson had two viable options: take over the war from Saigon or disengage via a political settlement of some sort. He chose the former, albeit with great reservations about the consequences. The documentary record, at least as I read it, strongly suggests that he either could not or would not seriously entertain the latter option. The negotiated withdrawal option was repeatedly brought up in high-level policy meetings only to be dismissed cursorily by the principal players as a dead end. Adviser George Ball raised the option in many meetings during 1964 and early 1965. He wrote several forceful memoranda in favor of the negotiated settlement-withdrawal track. Yet as Ball then recognized, and as McNamara later admitted, the other senior advisers listened to his arguments but never really took them to heart. Ball was seen as the dutiful public servant, putting forward the “devil’s advocate” position, so others could play off against it.

As Logevall points out, South Vietnam’s failure to pull together and mount effective resistance against the insurgency after ten years of advice and support gave the United States a very compelling rationale for extricating itself from Vietnam in 1964 or 1965. Saigon’s ability to carry on the fight with energy and determination had long been a prerequisite of American support. By late 1964, Saigon was not only losing the war; it lacked a functional government and a motivated army. As leading Democratic senators and our allies in London and elsewhere were at pains to explain to the administration, a withdrawal from Indochina under these circumstances was highly unlikely to have a substantial impact on American credibility. Vietnam was already a lost cause. It had never been of more than marginal relevance to Western security interests. Cutting American losses at this time made good geopolitical sense. The American commitment to fighting in Vietnam, historian Max Hastings observes wisely, “was fatally flawed” because its foundation was “on the perceived requirements of US domestic and foreign policy: reelections and containment of China foremost among them.” It was decidedly not based on “the interests of the Vietnamese people.”15
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