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INTRODUCTION
Toward a Tragedy

’ I \ HRONGS OF PEOPLE had gathered along the streets of downtown
Dallas during their lunch hour, attempting to catch the first
glimpse of the presidential motorcade as it rolled toward them

that warm afternoon of November 22, 1963. The youthful, handsome presi-

dent rode in an open limousine, waving at the crowds on both sides. Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy had come to Texas to begin his race for a second term
in the White House, as well as to heal a split in the state’s Democratic party
between conservative Governor John Connally, seated in the same automo-
bile, and liberal Senator Ralph Yarborough, who was riding a few cars back
with Vice President Lyndon Johnson. At 12:30 p.m. Central Standard Time
gunshots rang out, mortally wounding the president and seriously injuring

Connally. Half an hour later Kennedy died, never regaining consciousness

after taking one bullet through the neck and another in the head.

“If President John F. Kennedy had lived, he would not have sent com-
bat troops to Vietnam and America’s longest war would never have occurred,”
say Kennedy apologists. The assassination, they insist, had killed more than
the president; it was responsible for the death of a generation—of more than
58,000 Americans, along with untold numbers of Vietnamese on both sides
of the seventeenth parallel.

When [ first began this study, I was dubious about these assertions,
but as my research progressed, many of my doubts disappeared. President
Kennedy staunchly resisted the relentless pressure for combat troops, but,
critically important, he never called for a total withdrawal. Instead, by the
spring of 1962 he sought to roll back the nation’s military involvement to
the less provocative advisory level he had inherited when taking office more
than a year earlier.

What strikes anyone reading the veritable mountain of documents re-
lating to Vietnam is that the only high official in the Kennedy administra-
tion who consistently opposed the commitment of U.S. combat forces was
the president. Numerous staff studies and White House discussions of South
Vietnam’s troubles from 1961 to 1963 demonstrate his acute understanding
of the issues. Admittedly, he and his advisers initially faced more pressing
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matters in Cuba, Laos, and the Congo. But a large number of documents
show the administration’s belief that the problems in Vietnam fit into the
global context of Cold War. This is not surprising in light of Kennedy’s
public declaration while senator in 1956—that Vietnam was “the corner-
stone of the Free World in Southeast Asia.”!

Kennedy joined other presidents of the turbulent post-World War 11
era in becoming a hostage of the Cold War. U.S.—Soviet rivalries all over
the world transformed the most remote areas into hot spots deemed vital
to American interests and therefore worthy of a military investment. Tra-
ditional rules of engagement no longer applied as the United States after
1945 entered a global contest that meshed ideological with economic and
military warfare. The critical standard for judging any regime in the Cold
War era was its opposition to communism; hence, one Washington ad-
ministration after another embraced unsavory foreign leaders as long as
they were anti-Communist. Kennedy, like Harry S Truman and Dwight
D. Eisenhower before him, believed that containment strategy could thwart
the destructive impact of a domino theory, which held that the collapse of
a country to communism could similarly bring down its neighbors like
falling dominoes. The result was that successive presidential administra-
tions propped up governments such as that of Ngo Dinh Diem in South
Vietnam. The White House thus hoped to stop the spread of communism,
whether it came from the Soviet Union, the People’s Republic of China,
their presumed proxy of North Vietnam, or the Vietcong, whose forces
were carrying the bulk of the war in the late 1950s and early 1960s.

By the time Kennedy became president, Washington’s policymakers
had defined the low-intensity conflict in Vietnam as a key battleground in
the Cold War. From their point of view, South Vietnam’s government was
under siege from an insurgency engineered by North Vietnam in collabo-
ration with its Communist friends in Moscow and Beijing. Although the
United States had not signed the Geneva Accords of 1954 ending the
Indochinese war, the Eisenhower administration filled the power vacuum
left by the French defeat and sought to build a nation in southern Vietnam
that would provide a democratic model for others to emulate. Hanoi’s in-
volvement in the insurgency of the late 1950s, according to Washington,
was a violation of the Geneva terms, because its infiltration of men and
supplies into the south constituted interference in South Vietnam’s do-
mestic affairs and an infringement of its sovereignty as a nation.

The Hanoi government sharply disagreed with the U.S. interpreta-
tion, insisting that the Geneva settlement had called for a temporary mili-
tary demarcation of Vietnam at the seventeenth parallel, followed by
national elections in 1956 to reunify the country. The United States had
illegally implanted Diem as premier in 1954 and proceeded to block the
elections. The struggle in Vietnam was, in their view, a civil war in which
the Vietnamese in the north were helping fellow Vietnamese in the south
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to throw out Diem and his imperialist U.S. sponsor. The charge of infil-
tration was unfounded, and the United States must withdraw from Viet-
nam and allow the Vietnamese to resolve their domestic problems.?

The U.S. argument rested on shaky legal and historical ground that
would dog the nation throughout its long stay in Vietnam. Not only did
competing nations reject the U.S. view, but so did many of its closest allies.
The Kennedy White House found great difficulty in trying to explain away
the specific Geneva terms that stipulated the provisional nature of the settle-
ment. It faced enormous problems in attempting to justify its actions in Viet-
nam on the basis of Hanoi’s alleged violations of the Geneva agreements
that no American had signed. It amassed countless pieces of evidence dem-
onstrating North Vietnamese assistance to the south, only to find that the
documentation carried little weight among those nations that believed it
an internal conflict and thought the United States paranoid in its fear of
communism. Finally, it failed to realize that the perceived Soviet—Chinese
Communist threat was not monolithic and that Hanoi and Beijing had a
long history of deep enmity. Indeed, evidence suggests that the Chinese,
along with the Americans, opposed the national elections that would have
reunified and strengthened their long-time regional antagonist. The
Kennedy administration, however, continued the course laid out by its pre-
decessor, insisting that America’s role as freedom’s guardian warranted its
intervention in South Vietnam. This argument remained specious, offer-
ing a weak response to Hanoi’s consistent demand for a U.S. withdrawal
from Vietnam that would enable its people to settle their own differences.

The Kennedy administration termed Hanoi’s assistance to the south
“infiltration” and tried to resolve that problem in a simple and direct fash-
ion. Both civilian and military advisers advocated a military solution as the
quickest remedy to the Communist insurgency in South Vietnam that the
north, they insisted, had sponsored by steadily expanding its infiltration of
Vietcong cadres and matériel into the south. Once the White House had
categorized the conflict as externally driven, its arguments for a deepening
U.S. military involvement became eminently logical. An American troop
presence would raise South Vietnamese morale while sending a message to
allies, neutrals, and the Communist world that the U.S. commitment to Diem
was sincere. Deployment of combat forces would demonstrate U.S. cred-
ibility and stave off direct intervention by either Moscow or Beijing. The
discipline, training, and professionalism exemplified by Americans in uni-
form would furnish a model for the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN)
while bolstering Diem’s beleaguered regime in Saigon. U.S. soldiers could
patrol the long and treacherous frontiers of South Vietnam, halting infiltra-
tion and freeing the ARVN to take the offensive against the Vietcong.

Yet President Kennedy preferred an expanded advisory role. Why?

He had long regarded the war as South Vietnam’s alone to win or lose.
As a young congressman, Kennedy had visited Vietnam and become a close
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friend to Edmund Gullion, the minister and political affairs officer in the
U.S. embassy in Saigon. Kennedy had enthusiastically supported Diem’s
becoming premier in 1954, only to modify his thinking after Gullion in-
sisted that Diem as a Catholic did not represent his people and could not
win the war. Such a stand, argues former White House adviser Roger
Hilsman, guided the president’s policy throughout his abbreviated term in
office. Diem’s poor performance as premier confirmed this early assess-
ment. Kennedy’s position, however, drew little support from determined
advisers who argued that only American combat troops could salvage the
besieged country. Instead of taking over the war, Kennedy made every
effort short of direct U.S. combat involvement to turn the verdictin Saigon’s
favor. He listened to opposing arguments and refused to make hasty deci-
sions. He emphasized the need for civic action programs that would build
a popular base for the Saigon government and thereby facilitate the unity
so vital to winning the war. “Postpone for further study” became the by-
words of his administration, particularly regarding the question of combat
troops. Although the president used this approach in part to avoid the ap-
pearance of weakness, he also recognized that an outright “no” to troop
use would result in a bitter fight within his administration.?

Kennedy’s strategy was risky, for it encouraged the hard-liners to be-
lieve that the door remained open for a military solution. Before the pres-
sure became insurmountable, Kennedy hoped that American advisers and
training personnel would improve the ARVN’s fighting performance to
the extent that it could bring the insurgency under control and Americans
could resume their low-profile advisory role. The key question, of course,
was what he would do if the ARVN failed to improve and he faced the
choice of either accepting defeat or committing combat forces. Kennedy
realized, however, that the United States confronted problems all over the
world and opposed sending American boys to fight a war in the jungles and
rice paddies of Asia that had the makings of a quagmire. Had not General
Douglas MacArthur warned the president against Asian land wars?

Like many of his advisers, President Kennedy narrowly depicted the
central threat as guerilla warfare and became an avid proponent of
counterinsurgency shortly after entering the White House in January 1961.
Political and military actions to squelch a revolt against a civil govern-
ment—these were the tactics of cunning and adventure. Such a multifac-
eted and colorful program offered enormous appeal to the young executive
because it called for social, political, and economic correctives as well as
those of a military nature. But the Vietcong waged a more broadly con-
ceived strategy of revolutionary warfare (people’s war) with the objective
of building a new social order, not merely changing the state or govern-
ment. In the early 1960s the insurgents were in the initial stage of their
struggle—guerrilla tactics based on terror and violence. Then would fol-
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low a transitional period in which they would pursue a mixture of guerrilla
and conventional measures before moving into the final phase: a general
uprising fueled by full-scale military operations of both regular and irregu-
lar forces. Communist warfare was thus appropriate to the jungle environ-
ment and hence capable of combatting the most sophisticated forms of
Western technology. The president, however, focused on the guerrilla
struggle as a match of wits and welcomed the challenge.*

U.S. Air Force general and former CIA operative Edward Lansdale
provided the most convincing argument for this strategy. Dapper, daring,
and never at a loss for words, he had engaged in psychological warfare
(psywar) during the 1950s to protect the Diem regime from perceived North
Vietnamese aggression. He recommended a broadly based counter-
insurgency program that, by sheer coincidence, paralleled the arguments
advocated by the U.S. Country Team in South Vietnam. Both Lansdale
and the American advisers in Saigon emphasized the civil as well as the
military dimensions of that approach, assigning priority to the personal
security of the South Vietnamese people in an effort to attract the popular
support essential to suppressing an insurgency. The U.S. role was to train
the South Vietnamese army, Civil Guard, and Self-Defense Corps in
counterinsurgency techniques so that they could restore domestic stabil-
ity. The United States would then terminate its special military assistance
resulting from the recent emergency and scale back its involvement to the
advisory level authorized by the Geneva Accords of 1954.

The Kennedy administration only initially accepted Eisenhower’s insis-
tence that the Communists in Laos posed the central threat to freedom in
Southeast Asia; by April 1961 it regarded the Vietcong insurgency in South
Vietnam as a vital arm of the Communist menace spreading throughout the
region. The Communist insurgency led by the Pathet Lao in neighboring
Laos seemed inseparable from Vietnam’s growing instability because of the
administradon’s belief that the North Vietnamese worked through the Na-
tional Liberation Front (NLF) in providing the Vietcong with manpower
and material goods through Laos below the seventeenth parallel. Farther
south, Cambodia likewise served as a veritable thoroughfare for infiltration
into South Vietnam. About 700 miles of the Laotian-Cambodian frontier
lay open to the insurgents, much of it pockmarked by natural hideouts con-
taining munitions, foodstuffs, and infirmaries. Estimates varied, but the White
House calculated that by 1961, North Vietnam was filtering in 2,000 men
per year down what became known as the “Ho Chi Minh Trail” and that the
Vietcong in South Vietnam already numbered 12,000.° Furthermore, to the
east lay the coastal area, a major source of infiltration by sea that stretched
1,000 miles from the seventeenth parallel to the country’s southern tip at the
Camau Peninsula. Any effort to seal off Laos and Cambodia from South
Vietnam was futile. Most successful insurgencies have a privileged sanctuary
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as well as a depot for facilitating the inflow of manpower and supplies from
outside the country. Counting North Vietnam, the Vietcong had three.

The problems in South Vietnam proved enormously complex and yet,
President Kennedy hoped, susceptible to a resolution without direct U.S.
military involvement. At forty-three the youngest person ever elected to
the presidency, he impressed many observers as highly intelligent, witty,
and graceful in style. Eager to make his mark on history, the Harvard gradu-
ate in political science readily accepted the growing global challenges of
the office. His highly publicized “New Frontier” in domestic and foreign
policy committed the United States to containing communism and pro-
tecting human rights. But at the same time he recalled his fighting experi-
ences in World War II and, combined with Gullion’s negative assessment
of Diem, refused to regard military force as the first option. Kennedy be-
came convinced that the solution to South Vietnam’s problems depended
on closing the Laotian border (along with those of Cambodia and North
Vietnam); creating a neutralist government in the Laotian capital of
Vientiane that included no Communists; introducing social, economic, and
political reforms to the Saigon government that made it more responsive
to the people and more effective against the Vietcong; and establishing an
anti-Communist policy toward Southeast Asia built on the cooperation of
members of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO). Victory in
South Vietnam rested on safeguarding its frontiers and developing a
counterinsurgency program that guaranteed internal security.

The Kennedy administration’s Vietnam policy developed under the
lead of Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, whose hard-core mana-
gerial tactics transformed the U.S. involvement into a cold and business-
like proposition. The former Ford Motor Company executive virtually
computerized the U.S. effort, attracting the support of the military by his
tireless emphasis on the role of statistics in defining success and failure.
Secretary of State Dean Rusk, a Georgia-born farm boy turned Rhodes
scholar and specialist on the Far East during the Truman administration,
had delegated Vietnam to McNamara, thinking the move would win the
Pentagon’s support by giving it a greater sense of participation. W. Averell
Harriman, veteran diplomat and senior adviser to the new administration,
thought this decision a mistake, because it made Vietnam into a military
matter. “From the very beginning,” he asserted, “we didn’t take fully into
account the kind of political developments, the kind of economic develop-
ments and social developments which were necessary, which would have
been more possible in the early days.” Rusk, Harriman continued, “thought
that things were going to be difficult and it would be easier to divest him-
self of that responsibility.” The secretary of state focused on Berlin, Cuba,
and the need for collective security in preventing war. His preoccupation
with Europe and Latin America left McNamara to oversee the Vietnam
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problem, which he, as head of the defense department, sought to resolve
by reducing the measure of effectiveness to sheer numbers. When a White
House adviser questioned the possibility of saving Vietnam, the defense
secretary bolted upright and stormed back: “Where is your data? Give me
something I can put in the computer. Don’t give me your poetry.”

Like numerous others in Washington, McNamara knew little about
South Vietnam and simply categorized it as one of many weak countries in
need of U.S. help against communism. This naive assumption was not en-
tirely his fault. The nationwide hysteria of the 1950s known as McCarthyism
had hounded many East Asian experts out of the state department, often
resulting in unsophisticated, one-dimensional analyses of regional issues.
But, as Hilsman recently noted, the East Asian specialists who remained in
the state department warned the defense secretary against a deepening in-
volvement—advice he did not heed. Rather than attribute Vietnam’s insta-
bility to its domestic social, political, and economic problems, McNamara
blamed Communist China for masterminding a campaign aimed at gain-
ing regional control.”

Laos and Cuba, however, were more crisis-ridden than Vietnam in
early 1961 and therefore headed the new administration’s list of foreign
policy concerns. Neutralization of Laos appeared to be the only way to
save it from communism. No one disputed the Eisenhower administration’s
claim that Laos was unsuitable for making a stand against the Commu-
nists: The landlocked country sat in a strife-torn region and lacked the
political and economic potential to become a bastion of the Free World.
Its people were anti-Communist but had shown little inclination to fight
their adversary. Cuba, barely ninety miles off the U.S. shore, posed a more
immediate problem. Guerrilla chieftain Fidel Castro had seized power in
1959 and, growing more belligerent by the day, appeared ready to em-
brace communism. The bearded young lawyer had left the impression that
he had allied with the recklessly aggressive Soviet premier, Nikita Khrush-
chev, to spread the Communist gospel throughout Latin America.®?

By the spring of 1961, the Kennedy administration considered South
Vietnam the most feasible place to achieve a major victory in the Cold
War. Strategic access to coastal waters, the West’s concessions in Laos,
the Bay of Pigs humiliation in Cuba, and the confrontations with the So-
viet Union over Berlin—all had combined to elevate South Vietnam to
global importance.

The White House attempted to deal with Southeast Asia by imple-
menting a multifaceted policy based on the principles of flexibility and
restraint. Two weeks before Kennedy’s inauguration, Walt Rostow, an
economics professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology who
became one of the president’s most influential foreign policy advisers,
warned Rusk that the Eisenhower administration’s reliance on nuclear



8 DEATH OF A GENERATION

threats did not constitute a suitable remedy to the Communist guerrilla chal-
lenge in Indochina. Communism preyed on underdeveloped countries by
infiltration, subversion, and guerrilla warfare. To counter this “disease,”
Rostow advocated a multilayered response that focused on developing a
greater mobility for fighting limited battles and an economic program de-
signed to deter Communist insurgencies through nation-building programs.
Such a broad approach called for both military and civil measures to provide
the vast number of peasants in Laos and Vietnam with “a stake in the system,
a sense of identification with it, and a commitment to its survival.” Such a
flexible and restrained approach could fulfill the promise highlighted in Presi-
dent Kennedy’s inaugural address to help “those people in the huts and vil-
lages of half the globe struggling to break the bonds of mass misery.” Only
in this fashion could the United States avoid direct combat involvement.”

But the optimism of this inaugural moment eventually faded. By the
time of the president’s assassination, he had come close to finalizing a pro-
cess for withdrawing most of America’s soldiers in accordance with the
“Comprehensive Plan for South Vietnam.” Indeed, the first thousand troops
would begin their scheduled pull-out in early December.!? To be sure,
Kennedy’s initial approach to South Vietnam had led to the assignment of
nearly 17,000 U.S. troops, but none had the authority to engage in combat
unless under attack. Their official purpose remained advisory, supportive,
and symbolic, even though their very presence drew more than a few of
them into combat, whether as military advisers, logistics specialists, air-
plane pilots, or simply ground personnel. The White House tried to con-
ceal this secret war in Vietnam in an effort to avert domestic unrest and to
maintain limitations on the real war between the Communists and the Free
World. If the ARVN pushed back the Vietcong, and if Kennedy won re-
election in 1964, he intended to continue the phased withdrawal program
aimed at having the great bulk of U.S. soldiers home in 1965. Those re-
maining behind would total 1,500, all advisers and considerably closer in
number to the strictures of the Geneva Accords.

But as the situation in South Vietnam dramatically worsened during the
fall of 1961, President Kennedy became convinced that, at least for a time,
he must emphasize the military correctives contained in counterinsurgency
doctrine. The president tried to maintain the thin line between support du-
ties and direct combat with the Vietcong. Yet that line blurred as uniformed
Americans in South Vietnam grew in number and were put at risk on a daily
basis. How could a U.S. military commander restrain his men under attack?
Could not self-defense graduate into an offensive that Americanized the war?
By the spring of 1962, the president sought to pare back the U.S. military
involvement to the level of early 1961. This withdrawal effort stalled in the
wake of the Buddhist uprising of May 1963 and ultimately came to a halt in
the aftermath of Kennedy’s own death some six months later.
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Much of the failure in Vietnam was attributable to President Diem
and his family. A Catholic in an overwhelmingly Buddhist country, Diem
found it difficult to refute charges of religious persecution. Cold, aloof,
and nepotistic, he never revealed any propensity for democracy and pre-
ferred to keep power in the hands of himself and his family. Indeed, he was
so averse to carrying on a dialogue that, to avoid having to use the toilet,
the U.S. embassy had instructed its officials not to drink any liquids for
three hours before calling on the premier. Diem’s belief in “personalism”
reflected his elitist, mandarin background and his profound distrust of
people outside the Ngo family—including Americans. Had not his family
remained loyal in late 1960, when disgruntled military officials launched
their narrowly abortive coup attempt? Was it not certain (at least to him)
that the U.S. embassy and the CIA had accepted if not promoted his de-
mise? Consequently, Diem (who was not married) sought advice almost
exclusively from his equally distant and seemingly emotionless brother,
Ngo Dinh Nhu, who held no executive position in the government, and
his sister-in-law, Madame Nhu, who had become Diem’s “First Lady.” A
vivacious and acid-tongued critic of U.S. reform efforts in South Vietnam
(caricatured by news correspondents as the “Dragon Lady” after the comic
book character), Madame Nhu was a former Buddhist who had converted
to Catholicism and preferred a closed society based on puritanical moral
standards that she alone defined. “Not only sunlight,” she pointedly ob-
served, “but many bad things fly in.”!! By the time Kennedy became presi-
dent, Diem had survived numerous palace crises since entering office in
1954, when the United States underwrote his regime with large-scale mili-
tary and economic assistance shortly after France’s defeat at the legendary
battle of Dienbienphu.

In a tragically misguided move, the Kennedy administration in 1963
promoted the generals’ coup against Diem, thinking that a change of gov-
ernment would improve the war effort and thereby facilitate the U.S. with-
drawal from Vietnam. When the ARVN generals staged their coup in early
November, they did so with full knowledge of American approval, albeit
without direct collaboration and participation. The White House none-
theless bore heavy responsibility. The president had become an accom-
plice in the coup by signaling the conspirators that Diem would receive no
U.S. assistance. Earlier overtures by the generals to the United States
through the CIA had brought no such assurance, making them pause the
previous August. But stories had spread that Nhu had privately contacted
North Vietnam about ending the war without consulting outside powers.
What would be the generals’ fate, given their known dissatisfaction with
the Saigon regime? Diem’s crude handling of the Buddhist crisis finally
combined with the ARVN’s bumbling war effort, the Kennedy admin-
istration’s open criticisms of the Saigon regime, and the persistent rumors
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of Nhu’s secret negotiations with Hanoi to drive the generals into a coup
that culminated in the deaths of both Diem and Nhu.

Wild celebrations engulfed the generals in Saigon as a grateful popu-
lace praised them for sweeping out the hated Ngo family. Domestic stabil-
ity had seemingly returned to South Vietmam. The efficiency with which
the generals dispatched the regime left the popular perception that they
would easily defeat the Vietcong. But this euphoria lasted only momen-
tarily. The generals’ decision to kill Diem and Nhu opened a visceral divi-
sion among them and led to bitter turmoil in Saigon. Then, in three weeks,
President Kennedy himself lay dead—and with him the Comprehensive
Plan for South Vietnam.

President Kennedy’s close associates have confirmed his intention to
reduce the American involvement in Vietnam. John Kenneth Galbraith,
the U.S. ambassador to India and long-time friend and confidant of the
president, stated that Kennedy had decided to disengage America’s special
military forces from Vietnam. Hilsman and McNamara agreed, magnify-
ing even more the tragedy of Kennedy’s assassination.!?

Particularly striking was Galbraith’s assertion that, to promote a with-
drawal, President Kennedy had planned to replace Rusk with McNamara
as secretary of state after the presidential election of 1964. Galbraith is
convinced that Kennedy intended to “Vietnamize” the war after his ex-
pected reelection—to reduce the U.S. commitment to the advisory level it
occupied when he first took office. The president’s greatest obstacle was
the military. He had been burned by Pentagon officials (and the CIA) dur-
ing the Bay of Pigs fiasco and hesitated to trust them afterward. By late
1962, the president searched for a way to maintain control over the mili-
tary while phasing out the nation’s special military aid to Vietnam. One
means for doing so, according to Galbraith, was to change the leadership
in the state department. Kennedy had come to regard Rusk “as a commit-
ted cold warrior and given, as in Vietnam, to a military solution or, more
precisely, non-solution.” Indeed, Rusk’s perspective on Communist ag-
gression derived from the West’s experiences at Munich in 1938. “When
one views the sad events of the 1930’s in Europe,” he wrote in his mem-
oirs, “I think that the United States and Western democracies, with our
pacifism, isolationism, and indifference to aggression, were guilty of ‘tempt-
ing thieves.”” The president’s only hesitation about the McNamara shift
was that without him heading the defense department, the military might
take charge of the war. Kennedy, Galbraith declared, considered McNamara
the only person capable of standing up to the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the
Pentagon.!?

Galbraith’s claim has merit. Hilsman likewise insists that Kennedy “was
clearly going to pull out” and that he intended to normalize relations with
South Vietnam. One means for doing this, Hilsman declared, was to re-
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move Rusk. Although Rostow had left the White House in late 1961, he
was aware of a withdrawal plan sometime afterward. McNamara had in-
deed become convinced by the fall of 1963 that the United States should
withdraw its thousands of “advisers.” Indeed, according to Galbraith, the
great unspoken truth within the administration’s innermost circle was that
the United States could not win the war and should recall all special assis-
tance put in place since January 1961. When asked about Galbraith’s claim
that the president had decided to change secretaries of state, the former
defense secretary responded that the president had not asked him to make
the switch but that “Robert Kennedy did.”'*

Galbraith’s assertion places McNamara even more under the shadow
of Vietnam. Although the defense secretary called for withdrawal in 1963,
he expressed no such idea when President Johnson escalated the war later
that year. McNamara explained to me that the Vietcong’s activities had
heated up and that only military action could resolve the dire situation.
Hilsman insists, however, that McNamara was “inconsistent” and “mixed
up” and never intended to pull out.”’ In December 1963, Johnson did what
his predecessor had so skillfully avoided: He adhered more closely to the
views of the Joint Chiefs of Staff regarding Vietnam. While vice president,
Johnson had not been privy to the secret White House proceedings relat-
ing to the coup and, when learning of the Kennedy administration’s clan-
destine involvement, strongly denounced that decision. As president,
Johnson wanted to get the nettlesome war out of the way so that he could
implement his domestic reform program.

For good reason, historians are reluctant to speculate on what might
have happened in Vietnam had President Kennedy lived. Then why exam-
ine this issue? Kennedy died in Dallas, cynics declare, rendering it mean-
ingless to debate whether he might have adopted an alternative policy in
Vietnam that could have averted the deaths of millions.

It is not speculation, however, to examine President Kennedy’s poli-
cies toward Vietnam in an effort to discern whether or not a pattern of
withdrawal was in the making. As the pivotal figure in this drama, he ar-
gued that only the South Vietnamese could win (or lose) the war. Repeat-
edly he defined success as reducing the Vietcong insurgency to a level that
the Saigon government could police on its own.

The materials undergirding this study demonstrate that President
Kennedy intended to reverse the nation’s special military commitment to
the South Vietnamese made in early 1961.1° After receiving continued mixed
reports on the war’s progress, he turned toward a phased military reduc-
tion that would begin in late 1963 and, after his presumed reelection in
autumn 1964, succeed by the end of 1965 in returning America’s military
status to its 1961 advisory level. His appointment of Henry Cabot Lodge
as ambassador to South Vietnam in the fall of 1963 was a telling event. A
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leading Republican, Lodge and his party would share the political blame in
the event of failure in Vietnam. Indeed, Lodge became a strong proponent
of the coup, communicating directly with the president and making that
business bipartisan in nature. Doubting South Vietnam’s capacity to win
the war and staunchly opposed to U.S. combat troops, President Kennedy
sought to halt the move toward Americanizing the war in a process that
President Richard M. Nixon would make known as “Vietnamization.”

Not everyone will accept the findings of this study. The story that
emerges in these pages is unsettling and difficult to refute. The president
at first joined others in the incongruous strategy of withdrawal through
escalation but soon realized that military disengagement offered the only
feasible avenue out of the morass. The president then promoted the coup
in a miscalculated effort to advance a withdrawal that, for political reasons,
would take place during his second term in office.

President Kennedy was not solely to blame for these events. U.S. in-
tervention in Vietnam in the years preceding his presidency had thrust the
United States into South Vietnam’s domestic and foreign affairs. Emmet
John Hughes, former political adviser and speechwriter for President
Eisenhower, noted that the United States as an interventionist nation could
not “save the very freedom of another nation without becoming critically
involved in its whole conduct and destiny.” There was no way to separate
involvement in foreign and domestic matters. “The point is that to be fas-
tidiously aloof from the internal political life of an ally #s to ‘interfere.” It is
the interference of acquiescence.” So deep was the American involvement
that it could not have escaped blame for a coup, regardless of what it did or
did not do.”

Still, the president does not belong on the high road that befitted the
idealistic image of Camelot. Kennedy encouraged a coup that ran out of
control and led to Diem’s death rather than his expected exile. Some con-
temporaries suspected the president’s involvement in the coup, but they
did not push the issue because of his own assassination so soon afterward.
Had Kennedy lived to win reelection, there is no reason to believe that he
would have changed his views about wanting to get out of a war that had
become a lost cause. Is it fair to criticize him for postponing a withdrawal
on political grounds? Was he justified in asserting that a withdrawal before
the election would ensure a Republican victory based on the charge that
the Democrats had lost Vietnam as they had lost China? In T. S. Eliot’s
dramatic play, Murder in the Cathedral, the English Archbishop of Canter-
bury, Thomas Becket, declared, “The last temptation is the greatest trea-
son; To do the right deed for the wrong reason.”'® But what do the motives
matter if the outcome might have spared a generation?



COUNTERINSURGENCY
IN SOUTH VIETNAM

Averting a Quagmire

For the first time, . . . [I have] a sense of the danger and
urgency of the problem in Vietnam.

President John F. Kennedy, January 30, 1961

dier General Edward Lansdale secretly conducted a firsthand in-

spection of South Vietnam at the request of the outgoing secretary
of defense. The former CIA operative presented his findings in a twelve-
page report to Washington that, within a week of John F. Kennedy’s inau-
guration as president, had wound its way through the CIA, to Eisenhower’s
secretary of defense, to McNamara, and, finally, to Rostow. “It was an omi-
nous draft,” Rostow muttered before heading for the Oval Office.

“Mr. President,” Rostow declared, “I think you ought to read this.”

“Look,” groused Kennedy. “I've only got a half-hour today. I've got an
appointment afterwards. Do I have to read it all? Can you summarize it?”

“No, sir. I think you must read it.”

Taking the memorandum, the president quickly read through it, ab-
sorbing its most important ideas. He looked up and somberly declared,
“Walt, this is going to be the worst one yet.” A moment of silence followed
before Kennedy spoke again. “I’ll tell you something. Eisenhower never
mentioned the word Vietnam to me.” Silence again. The president asked
for reading material on guerrilla warfare. “Get to work on this, Walt.”!

I \ OR ALMOST TWO WEEKS in early January 1961, U.S. Air Force Briga-

THE TIMING was right for Lansdale’s report. Barely two months earlier in
November 1960, a military coup had failed only at the last minute to oust
Diem, but its close brush with success highlighted the popular dissatisfac-
tion with the Saigon regime. The following December, Communist leaders
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in Hanoi had promoted the establishment of the National Liberation Front
as an umbrella organization that welcomed Diem’s opponents, both Com-
munist and non-Communist. Then, in early January 1961, Khrushchev
delivered a fiery speech aimed at the Chinese Communists but interpreted
by Kennedy as a challenge to the United States. The Soviet Union, de-
clared the premier, wholeheartedly supported “wars of liberation” by “co-
lonial peoples against their oppressors.” McGeorge Bundy, the new national
security adviser, informed Rusk, McNamara, and CIA Director Allen Dulles
that the president’s “
General Lansdale’s recent report and his awareness of the high impor-
tance of this country.” Rostow agreed. “I am sure that, to the end, Kennedy
regarded Vietnam as the worst of his problems. It was so far advanced by
the time we got to it.”

The background of North Vietnam’s interest in the south is clear. In
the summer of 1954, just after the Vietminh’s victory over France at
Dienbienphu, the Communist Lao Dong (or Viethamese Workers’ party)
gathered at the Sixth Party Plenum in Hanoi, where President Ho Chi
Minh called for reunifying the country through nationwide elections. That
objective in mind, the party established the Fatherland Front to, as Gen-
eral Vo Nguyen Giap put it, “rally all the forces that are susceptible of
being rallied.” But, Giap charged, Diem as prime minister under Emperor
Bao Dai arbitrarily postponed the Geneva-mandated elections of 1956 and
engineered his own sham election as president of the newly created Re-
public of Vietnam. Once in that position, he launched a brutal assault on
the Fatherland Front and other dissidents that by 1956 had reduced the
Communist party’s membership in the south by go percent. The following
year, the Communists began a terrorist campaign in the south that, Giap
insisted, had no direct assistance from the north. As one party member put
it, they “tried to kill any [government] official who enjoyed the people’s
sympathy and left the bad officials unharmed in order to wage propaganda
and sow hatred against the government.” In January 1959, Communist
party leader Le Duan returned to Hanoi after completing a secret inspec-
tion of South Vietnam and presented his report to the Politburo of the
Central Committee. Diem’s harsh policies, Le Duan asserted, had endan-
gered fellow Vietnamese in the south and deepened their hatred of the
Saigon regime. With U.S. assistance, Diem had denied sustenance to the
Vietcong by creating a series of fortified communities called “agrovilles,”
and his government’s police force had arrested thousands, many of whom
it later tortured and executed. This period was, according to a spokesman

for the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in Hanoi, the revolution’s “dark-
”3

concern for Vietnam is a result of his keen interest in

est hour.
Diem had, however, failed to meet the peasants’ needs and therefore
offered new hope for the Communist party as the Fifteenth Plenum con-
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vened in Hanoi in January of 1959. Some of the delegates were southern
cadres who appealed for help against Diem; others had left the south fol-
lowing the Geneva Conference of 1954 and now wanted to return home
and protect their comrades. Le Duan urged the Central Committee to
build up insurgent forces and promote the revolution in the south. But
party leaders split over the question, some favoring immediate assistance
and others warning that military escalation in the south would drain sparse
materials from the north while it was trying to build a socialist community
at home. Still another group feared that an armed conflict would alienate
the Soviets and the Chinese by provoking U.S. intervention. Ho Chi Minh
warned his colleagues to act cautiously, waiting for the right moment to
make a strike for final victory.*

The result was a compromise that revealed a tactical division in the
plenum over timing and not, it is important to note, between north and
south. The party approved a revolutionary struggle aimed at liberating the
south from “the imperialists and the feudalists,” completing the “national
democratic revolution,” and reunifying Vietnam by using “the strength of
the masses, with political strength as the main factor, in combination with
military strength to a greater or lesser degree depending on the situation.”
At this point the party preferred negotiations over fighting. The Central
Committee proposed Resolution 15, which would authorize a mixed po-
litical and military struggle aimed at national reunification but approved
an emphasis on military means if this broadly based tactic failed. Ho and
Giap had not ruled out force, but it was not yet time, Ho insisted, to aban-
don the political approach.’

The implications of this party division are enormously significant. If
the main drive for escalating the struggle in the south came from southern-
ers, then the revolution was primarily indigenous in that Diem’s actions
had aroused resistance from within. Hanoi was therefore reluctant to act,
preferring observer status over active participation. But if party leaders in
the north largely determined the stepped-up activity in the south, then
Hanoi bore chief responsibility for the revolution.

The truth appears to be that the war was national and not regional, a
revolutionary war directed by Hanoi but whose combatants on both sides
came from all Vietnam. The Communist Lao Dong had masterminded
the revolution, but Diem’s brutal tactics had spurred the movement by
overturning what the Communists thought they had achieved during their
war against France and at Geneva—a united Vietnam, free of foreign rule.
In waging this people’s war, the Lao Dong party had two central objectives
whose priority shifted back and forth throughout the period: establishing
socialism in the north and liberating the south as the first step toward na-
tional reunification. The north imposed order onto a widely disparate group
in the south that opposed Diem. Indeed, the insurgents doubtless would
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have ousted Diem if he had not had U.S. assistance. The revolution in the
south could not make significant advances without northern direction and
organization. It also could not succeed without assistance from the cadres
sent south in the period following the Fifteenth Plenum who were, to fur-
ther confuse the matter, primarily native southerners. The troubles in South
Vietnam stemmed from north and south.’

After the plenum’s adjournment, Ho Chi Minh traveled to Beijing and
Moscow, seeking support for the party’s new stand. No one knows the
specific content of his discussions with Chinese and Soviet leaders, but
after his return to Hanoi, the Central Committee in May 1959 opened the
way to a greater military orientation in policy by approving Resolution 15.
"That same month, the party’s leaders ordered the establishment of a secret
military communication line to provide goods for the revolution in the
south. The first infiltration down what became known as the “Ho Chi
Minh Trail” began in June of that same year and reached the south in late
August. Aided by this new supply line, the south initiated a revolutionary
war that Le Duan defined as a protracted political struggle intended to buy
time for building the military base for victory. The party’s Politburo de-
clared that “the time has come to push the armed struggle against the en-
emy.” By mid-summer of 1959, the party notified cadres in the Central
Highlands that it had given “the green light for switching from [a] political
struggle alone to [a] political struggle combined with [an] armed struggle.”®

Hanoi had made this decision in part to save lives and thin resources
but also to comply with the wishes of both the Soviet Union and China to
avoid a widened war. Khrushchev sought peaceful coexistence with the
West and preferred an observer status regarding Vietnamese events as long
as they remained internal in scope. But the Lao Dong’s decision to move
toward an armed struggle aimed at national reunification caused concern
in the Kremlin that the Chinese might seize the opportunity to expand
their influence in Southeast Asia. Mao Zedong would not hinder Vietnam-
ese objectives, but he wanted to concentrate on China’s domestic prob-
lems following the Korean War and did not want another confrontation
with the United States. He had told Ho in the summer of 1958 that the
time was not yet right for revolution in the south and that the first priority
must be to complete the socialist changes in the north. Now, however,
Mao praised the Vietnamese quest for national liberation. This objective
in mind, he approved military assistance and heightened propaganda, all
the while calculating that the United States might overextend its commit-
ment to Diem and facilitate China’s strategic interests in the region.’

Hanoi thus acted on its own, albeit cautiously because it too feared a
direct U.S. military intervention. Le Duan restrained his militant approach
to advocate throughout the remainder of 1959 the development of
“regroupees,” those young Vietnamese from the south who had come north
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after the Geneva Conference for insurgency training and who now returned
to the south as cadres to lead a revolution that depended on the participa-
tion of men, women, and children. Nearly go,000 refugees had moved north
in 1954, many of them attending the Xuan Mai Training School outside
Hanoi. North Vietham infiltrated these regroupees into the south in groups
of forty to fifty, first by truck into the mountains of lower Laos and then by
foot through jungle paths that wound west of the demilitarized zone through
Laos and Cambodia. Once in South Vietnam, the cadres assumed leader-
ship positions within the party.!’

The Communist party, according to one member in March 1960, had
become locked in a “tug-of-war” with Diem and the Americans and was
not yet able to overthrow the Saigon government. The ultimate objective
was “an armed general uprising” aimed at seizing control of the south. But
for the time being, the party remained an auxiliary to a political program
that called for “peace, re-unification, independence and democracy.” This
restrained approach would change, however, because of “the policy of cruel
terrorism of the Americans and DIEM.” Victory would come through arm-
ing “village self-defence units” to facilitate the political struggle.!!

In September 1960, the Third National Congress of the Lao Dong
party in Hanoi declared that the purpose of the “Vietnamese revolution”
was to push the “socialist revolution in North Viet-Nam while at the same
time stepping up the National People’s Democratic Revolution in South
Viet-Nam.” Before 576 delegates, Ho Chi Minh exalted the principles of
socialism and proclaimed that they must work toward reunifying the na-
tion by peaceful methods. Le Duan insisted that the people must lead the
revolution. It would be “a long and arduous struggle, not simple but com-
plex, combining many forms of struggle” and necessitating the flexible use
of legal and illegal means. At no time did he speak of direct military in-
volvement from the north. The party settled on a five-year plan to bring
socialism to the north, but when it elected Le Duan as first secretary and
thus second only to Ho Chi Minh, it was clear that national reunification
would become the prime objective of the 1960s. Furthermore, three South
Vietnamese were now in the Politburo: Le Duan, Pham Hung, and a lead-
ing military figure, Nguyen Chi Thanh, who as General of the Army held
arank equivalent to Giap’s. The Politburo also included Le Duc Tho, who
was not a native southerner but had been Le Duan’s deputy during the war
against the French. The party’s focus would soon be on the south.!?

With the revolution in the south as the chief objective of the Commu-
nist party, its leaders discussed the establishment of a new united front of
workers and peasants in the south that would seek Diem’s fall without pro-
voking direct U.S. intervention. The organization must recruit those people
unhappy with the Saigon regime and operate under the party’s direction.
The southern front would say nothing of communism and would follow
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the pattern of the Vietminh Front by consisting of a central committee and
a series of cells extending down to the village level.!3

On December 20, 1960, the National Front for the Liberation of South
Vietnam, or National Liberation Front, came into existence ata secret meeting
of about sixty people in a group of small buildings in South Vietnam close to
the Cambodian border. As one of its participants proudly declared years af-
terward, “each individual in the hall was aware that he was participating in a
historic event.” The NLF’s chief objective was to win independence and
freedom for the “Fatherland” against the “U.S. imperialists” who had sided
with “Diem and his clique” in terrorizing the people and blocking democ-
racy. The NLF had a number of goals, not made public until mid-January of
1962, but chief among them was the overthrow of Diem.!*

The generals’ foiled coup attempt of November 1960 had convinced
the Politburo in Hanoi in mid-January 1961 to take advantage of the south’s
growing instability and intensify the political and military activities. The
party secretly reestablished the Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN)
in the south, which had operated under the direction of the Central Com-
mittee during the war against France and had been dissolved after the Geneva
Conference of 1954. That same month of January 1961, the Lao Dong party
approved the NLF’s political program and emphasized that Vietnamese
Communists and non-Communists shared the same objectives. “Nothing,”
Ho Chi Minh repeatedly emphasized, “[was] more precious than indepen-
dence and liberty.” Central to this effort was the use of terror and violence in
the broad sense of assassinations, kidnappings, sabotage, and any other mea-
sure designed to undermine the credibility of the Diem government. South
Vietnam had become an “American colony,” charged Communist party lead-
ers. Diem’s forces under U.S. directives had “taken out the bowels, cut off
the heads, stripped off the flesh, eaten the livers, and drunk the blood of our
compatriots, including old ladies, pregnant women and babies in the cradle.”
They had resorted to guillotines and torture in making the south into a “huge
prison” that was ripe for revolution.!®

"This was the war in Vietnam that President Kennedy encountered on
entering the Executive Office in January 1961.

IT

THE PRESIDENT’S OPPORTUNITY for meeting this Communist threat came
from Lansdale, who, in his early fifties and now Deputy Assistant to the
Secretary of Defense for Special Operations, had become a legend in his
own time. A hardened veteran of the Office of Strategic Services in World
War II, he had engaged in psychological warfare while working as a CIA
agent in the Philippines during the early 1950s campaign against the Huk
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insurgency. He soon became CIA station chief in Saigon, where he helped
to preserve the Diem regime against its enemies during the latter part of
that decade by engaging in premium CIA tactics that included a sophisti-
cated propaganda campaign against Hanoi and bribing would-be coup lead-
ers with all-expenses-paid vacations in the Philippines. Once again, at the
start of the Kennedy administration, Lansdale’s expertise came into play.
As the only Pentagon official with counterinsurgency experience in Asia,
he appealed to a venturesome president who read James Bond spy novels,
fancied himself a dashing young prince from King Arthur’s roundtable of
wise statesmen and brave warriors, and considered guerrilla warfare a fas-
cinating battle of wits rather than a mindless use of brawn.!¢

Kennedy’s move toward a deeper and more active intervention in Viet-
nam also grew out of the dynamics of the new administration. The confi-
dence and hope that characterized the post-Eisenhower White House
encouraged innovation and bravado. The president’s resident historian,
Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., was a Pulitzer Prize-winning author from
Harvard who years afterward recalled the euphoria in Washington. “The
future everywhere . . . seemed bright with hope. . . . The capital city, som-
nolent in the Eisenhower years, had come suddenly alive. The air had been
stale and oppressive; now fresh winds were blowing. There was the excite-
ment which comes from an injection of new men and new ideas, the re-
lease of energy which occurs when men with ideas have a chance to put
them into practice. . . . We thought for a moment that the world was plas-
tic and the future unlimited.” Another contemporary in Washington,
Seymour Deitchman from the defense department, remembered the same
atmosphere. The dawning of the Kennedy era was “one of change, of fer-
ment, of self-confidence—of ‘knowing’ what had to be done and of un-
questioning ‘can do.”” Kennedy regarded Khrushchev’s early January speech
as a gauntlet thrown down at the feet of U.S. leaders. Had not the new
executive sent copies to his advisers? Had he not sought comments after
reading the speech aloud to his advisers gathered in the Oval Office, to his
cabinet members, and to his guests at dinners? The only way to confront
this menace, Deitchman declared, lay in rebuilding the South Vietnamese
military and the government. “That challenge may appear shadowy and
full of braggadocio from the vantage point of the bitter experience of all
parties in the late sixties. But who can deny that it was uttered seriously,
and was meant to succeed, if it could, ten years earlier?”!”

President Kennedy’s attraction to insurgency warfare had become evi-
dent before his election, when he became an ardent admirer of a 1958
novel entitled The Ugly American. Written by political scientist Eugene
Burdick and U.S. Navy Captain William Lederer, the book became a best-
seller in the midst of the 1960 presidential campaign. The story featured
fictitious U.S. Army Colonel Edwin Barnum Hillandale, who stood almost
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alone in winning popular support in the imaginary country of Sarkhan (Viet-
nam) in Southeast Asia. Whereas most Americans on the scene had alien-
ated the native populace by their crude and arrogant behavior, Hillandale
won a huge following by his simple homespun manner—particularly by
playing “ragtime” songs on his harmonica in the villages. Most U.S. emis-
saries in that turbulent region of the world, however, failed to influence
the political direction of the new countries. The young Senator Kennedy
was so taken by the book that he and five other leading Americans pur-
chased a full-page advertisement in the New York Times declaring that they
had given copies to every U.S. senator. Most striking, Burdick and Lederer
had patterned Hillandale after Lansdale.!®

In his report to the president, Lansdale painted a dismal picture. South
Vietnam was in “critical condition.” The Vietcong had made so much
progress in the south that the United States “should treat it as a combat
area of the cold war” in need of “emergency treatment.” It required the
presence of Americans who genuinely liked Asia and its people, who were
willing to risk their lives for freedom, and who exuded the vigor and sin-
cerity essential to winning popular support and instilling confidence in
their government.!”

The new administration had to redefine the U.S. role in South Viet-
nam. Washington should recall its ambassador in Saigon, Elbridge
Durbrow, who had been in the “forest of tigers” for almost four years and
did not realize how “tired” he had become or “how close he [was] to indi-
vidual trees in this big woods.” Indeed, the Diem regime suspected Durbrow
(and correctly so, according to Lansdale) of sympathizing with (if not aid-
ing and abetting) the coup attempt of November 1960. A new ambassador
(Lansdale meant himself) should be in place before the April elections in
South Vietnam, ready to counter the Vietcong. U.S. military advisers must
accompany the Vietnamese army into combat areas. Members of the Mili-
tary Assistance and Advisory Group (MAAG) in Saigon were “hardly in a
position to be listened to when they are snug in rear areas and give advice
to Vietnamese officers who have attended the same U.S. military schools
and who are now in a combat in which few Americans are experienced.”
Lansdale saw no problem in making such a policy adjustment. All MAAG
personnel, including their chief, the gruff and outspoken General Lionel
McGearr, expressed strong interest in joining ARVN forces in the field.?°

Lansdale insisted that the United States support Diem “until another
strong executive can replace him legally.” This task would not be easy.
Diem “[felt] that Americans have attacked him almost as viciously as the
Communists, and he [had] withdrawn into a shell for self-protection.” His
brother and closest adviser, Ngo Dinh Nhu, had fostered the premier’s
isolation by encouraging him to rely solely on family. If we do not like
“Brother Nhu,” Lansdale continued, “then let’s move someone of ours in
close.” To edge South Vietnam toward democracy without undermining
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the strong leadership needed to defeat the Communists, the United States
must send “a mature American” as the new ambassador. This “unusual
American” must be sensitive to Vietnamese feelings and work toward the
creation of a two-party political system in which the “loyal opposition”
helped to develop a popular national program. Americans on the scene,
Lansdale complained, had taught Diem’s opponents “to be carping critics
and disloyal citizens by [their] encouragement of these traits.”?!

The only areas in South Vietnam not under Communist control were
those protected by loyalists using counterguerrilla methods. The insur-
gents’ armed forces below the seventeenth parallel probably numbered close
to 15,000, but more alarming, Lansdale asserted, were the thousands of
Communists who were well trained in “proletarian military science” and
already entrenched in the most economically productive areas of South
Vietnam. The Vietcong controlled most of the country’s heartland, that
vast center of rice and rubber production extending from the jungle foot-
hills of the High Plateau above Saigon all the way down to the Gulf of
Siam. The Saigon government held only the urban area of Saigon—Cholon
and those narrow regions protected by the Civil Guard and Self-Defense
Corps. These paramilitary forces had proved fairly adept in counterguerrilla
tactics and in winning the support of villagers who in turn provided infor-
mation on Vietcong locations.??

Unlike the guerrilla wars in the Philippines and Malaya, the Commu-
nist insurgents in South Vietnam were not as vulnerable to a military strat-
egy based on isolating and then destroying the enemy. South Vietnam’s
extensive borders stretched more than a thousand miles and featured a
rough terrain that was virtually impossible to patrol. Vietcong cadres eas-
ily infiltrated South Vietnam from Laos and Cambodia. After the Geneva
Accords of 1954 had authorized the relocation of Vietminh forces to the
north, many left their families in the south. These so-called “stay-behind
organizations” provided the nucleus of the Vietcong insurgency. Many
former Vietminh contingents now returned to their homes and, along with
those in the south recruited on a local basis, received North Vietnamese
assistance passing through the jungles of Laos and Cambodia.??

Saigon itself was not safe from Communist infiltration. Radio Hanoi
kept the city in turmoil by levying a prolonged and bitter propaganda as-
sault on both South Vietnam’s leaders and their American friends on the
scene—in particular, MAAG. Diem insisted that the Communists’ goal
was “first the mountains, then the countryside, and then the city.” In two
of the Communists’ greatest successes in the 1950s—Manila and Hanoi—
government forces had been shocked by the Communists’” establishment
of secret networks throughout the cities. “I believe,” Lansdale declared,
“that the people in Saigon—Cholon have been the target of considerable
subversive effort by the Communists and that it takes an in-place organiza-
tion to carry this out.”?*
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The United States must stand behind Diem, insisted Lansdale. Ad-
mittedly, he and Diem were friends, but this was not “a blind friendship”:
The premier had exiled or jailed some of Lansdale’s Vietnamese friends.
Diem wanted to delegate authority, but he had found most colleagues ei-
ther too soft to make hard decisions or too proud to assume difficult tasks.
He leaned too heavily on Nguyen Dinh Thuan, secretary of state for the
presidency, who had acted as a “hatchet man” in ridding the government
of incompetents. Vice-President Nguyen Ngoc Tho was “so soft-hearted”
that he never took action against those in need of a reprimand or an out-
right dismissal from office.?’

The White House must recognize Diem’s untenable position and work
within its parameters. Those who criticized Diem, Lansdale cryptically
remarked, had failed to realize that he “is human and doesn’t like the idea
of people trying to kill him out of hatred”—most notably, “at 3 A.M. by
bursts of heavy machine gun fire into his bedroom in an obvious try at
liquidating him in his bed.” For seven years, the Communists had leveled
a “venomous attack” on his regime. The only way for Diem to quiet this
verbal assault was to curtail freedom of speech. This he refused to do.?

Lansdale laid some of the blame on the U.S. embassy but not on either
the CIA or MAAG. Diem believed that many Foreign Service personnel
held him in such contempt that they had adopted the same critical tactics
used by the Communists. Americans must drop their “holier than thou”
approach to Diem. If they viewed him as “a human being who has been
through a lot of hell for years—and not as an opponent to be beaten to his
knees—we would start regaining our influence with him in a healthy way.”?’

Lansdale concluded that the United States should “help those who
help themselves, and not have a lot of strings on that help.” The South
Vietnamese could win the war if the United States sought to provide secu-
rity for the populace and to devise a sound course of action against the
Vietcong. South Vietnamese civil and military officers, in turn, must imple-
ment these policies as well as psywar techniques. The U.S. military must
oversee the program.?

President Kennedy encountered a strong adversary in Vietnam, against
which he now thought he had an appropriate, equivalent response that
rested on his administration’s central principles of flexibility and restraint.
Counterinsurgency measures and continued support to Diem—these two
steps offered a rational and limited reaction to a Communist menace in
Vietnam that allowed the White House to deal with other Cold War prob-
lems at the same time. And the great attraction of this low-key approach
lay in its emphasis on the United States’s helping the South Vietnamese
themselves to win the war. Any decision to withdraw such special assis-
tance could take place much more easily if the administration did not send
Americans to fight the war.
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III

ON SATURDAY MORNING of January 28, 1961, McNamara telephoned
Lansdale at his home in Virginia and ordered him to the White House
within the hour. What could be so urgent? Lansdale wondered, as he dashed
out the door. When the general arrived, he was rushed to the waiting area
outside the Cabinet Room, where the president was presiding over a meet-
ing with more than twenty advisers, including Rusk, McNamara, Vice Presi-
dent Lyndon B. Johnson, General Lyman L. Lemnitzer (chair of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff), CIA director Allen Dulles, Assistant Secretary of Defense
for International Security Affairs Paul Nitze, and Assistant Secretary of
State for the Far East Graham Parsons. Lansdale could not have known
this, but their focus of concern was Cuba, about which Dulles had pre-
pared a briefing on the CIA’s plan developed under Eisenhower for invad-
ing the island and removing Castro from power. In the aftermath of what
Lansdale sensed was an intense discussion, he was ushered into the room
to sit at the long table opposite the president. Those in attendance ex-
changed looks of bewilderment, most of them having never seen Lansdale
and puzzling over why this uniformed man was there. With the general’s
report in front of him, the president introduced his special guest as a re-
cent visitor to Vietnam and praised his written analysis without revealing
its contents. “For the first time,” Kennedy asserted with satisfaction, “[I
have] a sense of the danger and urgency of the problem in Vietnam.” And
then, without having consulted Rusk, Kennedy motioned to his secretary
of state before asking Lansdale, “Did Dean tell you that I’d like you to go
over there as the new ambassador?” Silence blanketed the room. Lansdale,
just as surprised as the others, flushed and politely replied, “I'm a regular
military officer over at the Pentagon and it’s a great honor and thank you
very much, but I don’t think my place is in diplomacy.”?’

One can only imagine the astonished looks on the faces of Rusk and
his colleagues as the president, clearly energized by Lansdale’s findings
(Did he not personify the fictional James Bond?), made this startling and
unorthodox nomination. Then, before anyone could say anything, Kennedy
asked Parsons to summarize another report on South Vietnam then under
consideration. Parsons felt uneasy. He was familiar with Lansdale’s CIA
exploits and did not like them. Lansdale, Parsons later complained to Rusk,
was a “lone wolf and operator” with a “flamboyant” manner who did not feel
bound by higher authority and was too politically driven and monstrously
outspoken. When Rusk, ever the loyal team player, seemed willing to en-
dorse Lansdale for the Saigon post, Parsons hotly protested, warning of the
threatening message sent to observers the world over in appointing a gen-
eral and former CIA agent to a diplomatic post in a country under Commu-
nist siege. Although he dissuaded Rusk (who simply ignored the president’s
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statement and allowed the idea to die quietly—he had not, after all, given a
specific order), Parsons now found himself in the uncomfortable position
of advocating his own study without knowing whether it agreed with
Lansdale’s findings that the president had so enthusiastically endorsed.?’

As it soon became clear, Parsons’s conclusions were remarkably simi-
lar to Lansdale’s in highlighting the military, political, economic, and psy-
chological aspects of a “Basic Counterinsurgency Plan for Vietnam” (CIP)
recently submitted by the Country Team in Saigon. The defense depart-
ment under President Eisenhower had called for a plan of action, which
led to the appointment of a committee in the Saigon embassy that was
composed of representatives from MAAG, the CIA, the U.S. Operations
Mission (USOM), and the U.S. Information Service (USIS). The study
group called for a 20,000-man increase in the South Vietnamese army,
rapid counterinsurgency training under MAAG’s direction of a Civil Guard
raised by 32,000 to a total of 68,000, and a massive reorganization of the
Saigon government in security and intelligence matters. Thus the defense
and state departments had combined in placing priority on improved in-
ternal security against a Communist-led insurgency. The South Vietnam-
ese military could take the offensive against the Vietcong and bring the
war to a close in eighteen months.*!

Since December 1959, the Country Team declared, Vietcong terror-
ism had sought to bring down Diem. Black propaganda, forced taxation,
kidnapping and murder of village and hamlet officials, ambushes along ca-
nals and roads, and repeated armed attacks on agrovilles, land develop-
ment centers, small army units, and Civil Guard and Self-Defense Corps
posts—all these scare tactics had undermined popular confidence in the
Saigon government’s capacity to protect its constituents. The Vietcong
intended to take advantage of growing disenchantment with the Diem re-
gime in particular and the Ngo family in general. Widespread discontent
focused on brothers Nhu and Ngo Dinh Can as directors of the corrupt
and semicovert Can Lao party, and on Madame Nhu as a staunch advocate
of governmental policies that reflected no concern for popular needs. At a
time when the Diem regime desperately needed the allegiance of its people,
it had alienated the military, peasants, members of the government, the
Cao Dai and Hoa Hao religious sects, intellectuals and other elitists, and,
to some extent, labor and urban business groups.*

The Diem government’s central task was to restore individual security
in the face of a preponderant military threat. Indeed, South Vietnam was
unique in having to defend itself against Communist subversion inside the
country while, according to the Country Team’s findings, facing a poten-
tial conventional attack from North Vietnam. At present, the greater dan-
ger came from the insurgents. Diem had hurt the country’s defense system
by refusing to delegate authority to his generals for fear of another military
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coup attempt similar to the close call of November 1960. In truth, the
ARVN was in no shape to launch an offensive against the Vietcong. Not
only did its soldiers lack discipline, training, matériel, and morale, but nearly
75 percent of them were preoccupied by pacification efforts, with about
half assigned to static guard and security responsibilities. The Vietcong
had meanwhile sabotaged communication lines, buildings, agrovilles, and
many other structures left unguarded.*?

According to the Country Team, South Vietnam would fall to the Com-
munists within the next few months if the United States failed to come to
its defense. Saigon’s leaders must take emergency measures to improve
their government and win popular support. The ARVN must clear the
Vietcong from its main political and military operating base—the rice-rich
Mekong Delta—while the United States helped the South Vietnamese wind
down the insurgency. In conclusions similar to those advocated by Lansdale,
the Country Team insisted that Saigon stop the flow of North Vietnamese
matériel into South Vietnam while attacking the Vietcong and building a
defense against outside aggression. Only with U.S. military, economic, and
advisory assistance could the South Vietnamese prevail.**

"Top priority was a national plan intended to counter the domestic and
foreign threat. Such a comprehensive strategy entailed tightened internal
security, improved intelligence and communications, the creation of bor-
der and coastal patrols to stop infiltration, a major military offensive, and
the installation of leaders who could build a spirit of national unity by dem-
onstrating greater sensitivity to popular needs. Furthermore, the Saigon
government should keep both the press and public informed. The army
and the people must develop a “mutuality of interests.”

Some of the ideas contained in the Country Team’s report were so
similar to Lansdale’s that, in a questionable piece of protocol, he inter-
rupted to speak on its behalf. Victory depended on full South Vietnamese
involvement in the proposed counterinsurgency program, he asserted. The
Communists’ “big year” was 1961. To defeat them, the United States must
instill an aggressive spirit into the South Vietnamese by underwriting an
expansion of their military forces and then encouraging them to take the
offensive.?¢

Lansdale drew a sharply negative reaction when he declared that Diem
no longer trusted the United States and then rejected the Country Team’s
claim that the central problem was military. Members of the embassy and
the Foreign Service, he alleged, were “defeatist” and showed no genuine
interest in South Vietnam’s welfare. Diem still had confidence in MAAG
and the CIA but believed that “there are Americans in the Foreign Service
who are very close to those who tried to kill him” during the November
1960 coup attempt. Kennedy expressed concern over Diem’s suspicions
and asked Lansdale to assess Durbrow’s performance.
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“I’'m a little hesitant,” Lansdale responded, “but you’re the president
and you need the truth. So I'll just tell you right now, I think he’s a very ill
man. His judgment’s impaired by his physical condition. He’s a fine pro-
fessional Foreign Service officer and could be used someplace, but don’t
keep him on in Vietnam anymore. He’s sick, he’s on his back a lot of the
time, and you need someone very alert, whoever it is. And pull him out.”

Rusk could contain himself no longer. “You’re off your subject, boy,”
he indignantly declared in his southern drawl.

“Well, Durby’s an old friend of mine,” Lansdale responded, “and I
like the guy. I saw a lot of him when I was in Vietnam on this brief visit. I
think it’s a shame that the guy’s kept on there because he was quite ill, in
bad shape.”

Durbrow and his staff in Saigon, the secretary of state hotly insisted,
did not seek Diem’s overthrow. They had had an especially trying time
during the past three and a half years in attempting to convince him of the
necessity of reform while assuring U.S. friendship. “This was never easy,”
the usually staid Rusk sharply asserted, “nor was President Diem an easy
person.”?’

Lansdale’s remarks had set off a heated discussion that intensified when
President Kennedy took his visitor’s side in the remedies proposed. He first
questioned the wisdom of expanding South Vietnam’s armed forces when
the real problem, as Lansdale argued, involved politics and morale. Diem, it
appeared, had shown no interest in an antiguerrilla campaign. If the prob-
lem was a lack of motivation among South Vietnam’s armed forces, how
would additional troops guarantee an ARVN offensive? If the Vietcong num-
bered only a few thousand, why raise the South Vietnamese army from its
present level of 150,000 to 170,000? In any event, the injection of new mili-
tary personnel could have no impact sooner than a year or two. Parsons was
visibly upset with the president’s preference for Lansdale’s ideas and de-
tended the Country Team’s call for more South Vietnamese troops. The
ARVN had two major responsibilities, Parsons emphasized: to put down the
growing insurgency and to prevent a conventional attack by North Vietnam’s
army of 300,000. An enlarged South Vietnamese army was critical.’®

The president could not reject Parsons’s argument out of hand, but he
clearly leaned toward Lansdale’s conclusions and urged prompt action based
on them as well as the Country Team’s call for a counterinsurgency pro-
gram. Counterguerrillas must “operate in the north,” Kennedy asserted.
Such covert actions drew support from a number of White House advisers,
including the brothers McGeorge and William Bundy, McNamara, Rostow,
and the president’s own brother and attorney general, Robert Kennedy.
Indeed, the antiguerrilla operations in the north advocated by President
Kennedy marked the first step in a covert campaign that got under way in
full force in 1964 and lasted into the early 1970s as “Operation Plan 34A”
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(OPLAN 34A). Rusk recommended the creation of a task force on Viet-
nam similar to the one already at work on Cuba. Its responsibility would
be to determine the necessary measures for implementing the Counter-
insurgency Plan submitted by the Country Team. Vietnam, the president
observed, was one of four crises (the others were Laos, Cuba, and the Congo)
in need of emergency attention. He wanted McGeorge Bundy to supervise
a course of action aimed at making notable progress in South Vietnam
within three months.?” Such impatience would continually bedevil U.S.
efforts against an enemy that pursued a long-term approach.

President Kennedy supported the Counterinsurgency Plan as a vital
part of a greater U.S. initiative on behalf of Diem. At a National Security
Council meeting on February 1, just two days after the acrimonious ex-
changes in the White House, he approved an expenditure of $28.4 million
to expand South Vietnam’s military forces by 20,000 (due in part to the
slipping situation in Laos), and another $12.7 million to establish a train-
ing and supply program for the additional 32,000 members of its Civil
Guard. He also directed the defense secretary to consult other agencies in
determining the means for developing counterguerrilla forces. In a small
act that revealed his zest for counterinsurgency warfare, the president
scrawled the words “Why so little?” next to the figure of $660,000 allotted
to “Psychological Operations” found in the Country Team’s report.*’

Lansdale’s conclusions had combined with many features of the Coun-
try Team’s lengthy study to become the essence of a counterinsurgency
strategy in South Vietnam. One of the president’s chief advisers, Roger
Hilsman, was a graduate of West Point and a hard-nosed member of a
World War II commando force known as “Merrill’s Marauders.” Drawing
from his own guerrilla experiences in the Burmese hills, Hilsman had gone
on to serve both the OSS and CIA and now strongly supported the
counterinsurgency approach. Guerrilla warfare, he declared from his posi-
tion as director of the state department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Re-
search, was “a new kind of aggression in which one country sponsors internal
war against another.” In a statement that fitted Rostow’s thinking, Hilsman
insisted that counterinsurgency was vital to promoting the economic de-
velopment of poor countries. Kennedy meanwhile studied the writings of
guerrilla theorists Mao Zedong and Che Guevara and soon instructed the
army to do the same. Mao’s most basic warning became the fundamental
principle underlying White House efforts: Guerrilla warfare would fail “if
its political objectives do not coincide with the aspirations of the people
and their sympathy, cooperation and assistance cannot be gained.” Indeed,
Kennedy often quoted Mao’s statement that “guerrillas are like fish, and
the people are the water in which fish swim.” The way to kill the fish was
either to dam up the water or change its temperature. Thus the president
emphasized nzonmilitary tactics in defeating Communist “wars of national
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liberation.”*! Most noteworthy was his determination to help the South
Vietnamese win a guerrilla war that was theirs alone to fight.

PreSIDENT KENNEDY had defined the most pressing problem in Vietnam as
a Communist insurgency that had originated in North Vietnam and that
would become increasingly dependent on cadres and matériel entering
South Vietnam through Laos and Cambodia. He had avoided the term
“counterrevolution,” which would have classified the Vietcong as revolu-
tionaries and hence suggested that the United States sought to put down
an indigenous movement for independence. In doing so, however, he had
failed to grasp the full scope of the Communists’ strategy. The administra-
tion had become involved in a different kind of war, an unconventional
conflict that guaranteed confusion in defining the enemy. Indeed, wrote
Paul Kattenburg, former head of the Vietnam task force, “U.S.
counterinsurgency did not view the guerrillas as men and women of the
villages themselves.” They were “clearly alien and distinct elements, who
intruded suddenly and after long forced marches from secure rear bases
equipped by China and Russia upon peaceful rice-growing villages which
they would then terrorize mercilessly.” In February 1961, a secret meeting
took place in military Zone D above Saigon, where paramilitary groups in
the Mekong Delta joined those forces in the Central Highlands to form
the People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF), which became the military
arm of the NLF that Diem derisively called the Vietcong or Vietnamese
Communists. The Vietcong, Kattenburg argued, was not simply comprised
of villagers fighting for independence or domestic reform. Its leaders were
Communists who sought global conquest.*?

The administration’s broadly based Counterinsurgency Plan rested on
improving the South Vietnamese military forces by enhanced U.S. mili-
tary and economic aid. Related components were the neutralization of Laos,
the sanctity of its border and that of Cambodia’s touching South Vietnam,
and the institution of economic and political reforms in Saigon. The presi-
dent opposed a direct U.S. military involvement because the South Viet-
namese themselves must win the war. Victory did not entail the total
destruction of the Vietcong because of Vietnam’s rugged jungle terrain
and the insurgents’ privileged sanctuaries in Laos and Cambodia. Success
would come when South Vietnam sharply reduced the intensity of the con-
flict. A quagmire in the making it was—and one that the president sought
to avert through carefully calibrated counterinsurgency tactics.



DEMOCRACY AT BAY
Diem as Mandarin

Everything must be brought into play to insure [sic] the
survival of Vietnam.

Wolf Ladejinsky, February 24, 1961

IEM’S COOPERATION was the major requirement for a successful

counterinsurgency campaign in South Vietnam. His distrust of

Americans did not bode well for a warm relationship, and his
suspicion had deepened each time Ambassador Durbrow called for demo-
cratic reforms as a prerequisite for U.S. assistance. Diem’s reasoning was,
on the surface, eminently practical: A decentralized government would en-
danger the war effort by inviting the opposition into the decision-making
process. Such a move, he insisted, would threaten the chain of command and
permit dissidents to undermine national unity. But Diem’s stand against de-
centralization ran deeper than wartime considerations. T'o delegate more
authority to field officers would provide the military with the means for staging
another coup attempt.

The supreme irony is that the democracy advocated by the United
States to save the Diem regime was exactly what could bring it down. Al-
though the White House promoted the image of the premier as a propo-
nent of democracy, the truth was that Diem remained an autocrat. The
revolution he sought was reactionary in nature: the restoration of imperial
rule along the lines of his nineteenth-century Chinese role model, Em-
peror Minh Mang. Diem’s philosophy was Confucian in principle, empha-
sizing a bureaucratic order that placed him at the top as the “Son of Heaven,”
served by well-educated civilian and military figures known as mandarins,
whose authority extended down to the district and provincial levels. U.S.—
South Vietnamese relations would further deteriorate if the White House
conditioned its assistance on Diem’s forsaking his mandarin principles and
granting democratic reforms. The immediate casualty would be President
Kennedy’s counterinsurgency program; the long-range result could be the
end of Diem’s rule.
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I

AT A PRESS CONFERENCE on February 6, 1961, Diem announced a series of
reforms and urged popular participation in the struggle against the Vietcong.
Durbrow publicly praised the reform program while reminding Rusk that
similar programs had appeared over the years without effect. Yet Diem’s
appearance before both foreign and domestic journalists suggested that he
had embarked upon important changes. Governmental administration
would improve—if Diem delegated authority to subordinates from the pro-
vincial level down to the villages. But his only democratic proposal was the
election of youths to the village councils. Security problems, Diem ex-
plained, prevented general elections. Durbrow nevertheless concluded that
Diem’s program was “substantial, forward-looking and, if properly imple-
mented, should provide [a] solid base to build on.”!

The liberal-minded undersecretary of state, Chester Bowles, likewise
emphasized the need for land reform, a just legal system, and popular par-
ticipation in government. In a meeting with the Viethamese ambassador
to Washington, Tran Van Chuong, Bowles cited the successes in Thailand
and Japan in reiterating the importance of providing land for the peasants.
Social reforms would lay the basis for long-range peace and stability, Bowles
contended. The nations of Southeast Asia must develop “a sense of com-
mon destiny” that rested on “justice and more equality.” Only then would
the Vietnamese people realize that their enemy was the Vietcong and not
their government in Saigon.’

Bowles’s call for land reform drew enthusiastic support from the di-
rector of the state department’s Southeast Asia Affairs Division, Kenneth
Young, who urged his home government to exercise more guidance with-
out assuming South Vietnam’s burden. Young had visited South Vietnam
during the advent of the guerrilla crisis in early December 1959, and he
had noted an impressive program that relocated thousands of people to
protect them from the Vietcong. Diem had also attempted to safeguard
the Pleiku area in central Vietnam by erecting clusters of population cen-
ters across the southward route of enemy infiltration that would make guer-
rilla movements more difficult to hide. The outcome of these ventures
depended on the capacity of the Vietnamese people to make their own
livelihood. What struck Young most was “the absence of American advi-
sors on the spot or direct assistance,” marking “a major demonstration of
Vietnamese ‘do-it ourselves.””

After a three-month stay in Southeast Asia during the summer and fall
of 1960, Young offered further recommendations on improving the situa-
tion in South Vietnam as a vital step toward curbing the Communist Chi-
nese threat to Asia. Diem’s responsibility, Young insisted, was to convince
the young professionals and rural people to support the government’s re-
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cently announced reforms. They appeared promising: a Department of
Civic Action, a National Economic Council, a Department of Rural Af-
fairs, and a stream of village, municipal, and provincial councils. Diem’s
agroville program, an effort to relocate peasants in barbed-wire enclosures
safe from the Vietcong, was a sound idea, but it had struggled because the
government did not compensate farmers for their labor.*

South Vietnam, Young argued, needed a new village program based
on a small military force that fought the Communists while other soldiers
conducted civil work. Such a broad effort would promote urban and rural
community development and thereby encourage monetary investment in
the Mekong River Basin. Young advocated what he called “agrimetro” re-
form, which aimed at creating “compound communities” within a “village
cluster.” Integral to this project was a mobile village defense system de-
pendent on a company of 120 specially trained village commandos assigned
to each compound community. Guerrilla attacks on villages or hamlets in
the compound community would meet resistance from all defense units in
the area. To facilitate this approach, South Vietnam needed a special war-
fare school.?

President Kennedy’s interest in counterinsurgency had led to several
detailed studies that supported Young’s findings. At a planning session in
late February 1961, Rostow welcomed the task of analyzing the value of
antiguerrilla warfare in resisting communism in South Vietnam. The advi-
sory group talked about taking two items before SEATO: the institution
of counterguerrilla operations and the use of local military personnel and
matériel to develop the economy.b

Lansdale meanwhile continued his campaign for counterinsurgency
by urging the South Vietnamese government and army to adopt civic ac-
tion projects that promoted communal safety. The counterinsurgency pro-
gram must have a social as well as military dimension. He sent the White
House a speech he would give on February 24 to the Special Warfare School
at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, which stressed the civic action dimension
of counterinsurgency. Citing the teachings of ancient Chinese general Sun
"T'zu, Lansdale underscored the importance of having leaders imbued with
the “moral law” in winning popular support through civic action projects.
The Communists in North Vietnam acted on this principle. Two decades
earlier, Mao Zedong had sought to ally China’s army with the people. The
Communists’ success in their “guerrilla phase” depended on using Sun’s
first “constant factor” of moral leadership, which governed “the art of war.”
The future of counterinsurgency rested on ensuring security.’

Thus, a major element in undercutting the guerrillas (of equal impor-
tance with military measures, Lansdale argued) was the development of
civic action programs that implemented Sun’s moral emphasis on meeting
popular needs. President Kennedy, Lansdale believed, recognized the
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government’s moral responsibility to pursue social, political, and economic
policies intended to safeguard the people and win their support. The army
was inseparable from the government and must make the soldier “a brother
of the people, as well as their protector.” Civic action encompassed “basic
military courtesy and discipline” as well as “formal projects.” Good behav-
ior by army patrols was essential in guerrilla territory. “A stolen chicken, a
carelessly driven jeep, may well make villagers so angry that they would
withhold information and let an ambush succeed.”®

Lansdale’s counterguerrilla theories offered a viable alternative to an
all-out military assault on the Vietcong that the ARVN was not prepared
to launch. His emphasis on civic action did not rule out military measures.
But the killing of Vietcong must not spill over into the civilian sector and
thereby undermine the government’s war effort. Lansdale, however, failed
to address one of the government’s most fundamental problems in coun-
tering guerrilla warfare: how to determine which Vietnamese civilians were
clandestine supporters of the Vietcong. And yet, the government’s attempts
to distinguish between loyalists and traitors seemed more attractive than
simply killing everyone.

Robert Taber’s The War of the Flea did not appear until 1965, but its
ideas were precisely those that Lansdale sought to avert. At one point in
the book, Taber argued that “there is only one means of defeating an in-
surgent people who will not surrender, and that is extermination. There is
only one way to control a territory that harbours resistance, and that is to
turn it into a desert. Where these means cannot, for whatever reason, be
used, the war is lost.” To a friend, Lansdale wrote that if the “only alterna-
tive is to kill every last person in the enemy ranks [then] I’'m not only
morally opposed to this alternative, but I'm convinced that it’s humanly
impossible.””

The move toward counterinsurgency warfare received another boost
from a U.S. civilian adviser and agricultural specialist on the scene, Wolf
Ladejinsky, who insisted that Diem must build political ties with his people.
In a memo to the president, Rostow enclosed a letter from Ladejinsky,
who, like Young and Lansdale, supported Diem. Ladejinsky had worked as
a U.S. adviser in Japan’s post-World War II land reform program. After
leaving his governmental position, he arrived in Saigon in 1956, where he
advised Diem on agrarian affairs and became a close friend. Indeed,
Ladejinsky lived in a house next to the palace and had breakfast with the
premier on a regular basis, often discussing how to implant the land re-
form program that Ladejinsky had drafted for South Vietnam. Ladejinsky
insisted that Diem was not aware of the failures in the program and often
circumvented the law because he thought it was for the common good. He
moved in people he could trust—*“refugees”—to the farm communities
and distributed land to them for political and security reasons. He then
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told them what to grow in accordance with “the greater good.” But the
closeness between Diem and Ladejinsky did not last. Durbrow had asked
Ladejinsky to bring up with the premier the subject of corruption in the
government and other matters that went beyond land reform. Lansdale
guessed that Ladejinsky probably became “very political” in his talk and
alienated Diem. Rostow assured President Kennedy that Ladejinsky was
“a wise old boy on Asia as a whole, as well as Vietnam.”!?

Ladejinsky warned that recent economic progress in South Vietnam
might grind to a stop if the Communist attacks persisted. The Saigon re-
gime had not been prepared to counter the subversion, and its feeble ef-
forts at economic improvement had failed to bring political stability. Despite
U.S. aid and hard work by the Vietnamese people, economic advances had
stalled in the face of “political ineptitude and misdirected military prepara-
tion—above all the former.”!!

The military situation was abysmal. Americans, Ladejinsky insisted,
failed to understand that the Vietminh’s victory over the French had
stemmed from the principles of guerrilla warfare. U.S. military efforts rested
on the mistaken assumption that the fighting in Vietnam would be similar
to the straightforward military offensive employed in the Napoleonic Wars.
Widespread discontent within the ARVN derived from Diem’s personal
direction of his military forces and an inadequate intelligence system that
hampered the army’s capacity to counter “the widespread, mobile, well
organized, well-armed and well-directed communist subversion groups.”
The military establishment must fight the same type of war waged by the
Communists. Only in this manner could the government provide security
to the peasants and retain their loyalty. “The multitude of fence-sitters in
the countryside, driven into that position by communist terror, would be
materially reduced, and a greater measure of internal security would be
attained.”!?

The government must also move away from the exclusiveness of Diem’s
mandarin principles. Ladejinsky was not the only contemporary to recog-
nize the heavy costs borne by the South Vietnamese because of their
premier’s mandarin thinking. Democratic Senator J. William Fulbright,
chair of the Foreign Relations Committee, informed the president that
Ho Chi Minh had expressed great pleasure on learning that the mandarins
from the north had moved south. “Good!” Ho responded. “That is the
best news I have heard in a long time. With that crowd now in the South,
how can we lose?” Diem’s mandarin loyalties had led him to emphasize
military objectives at the expense of domestic political reforms. The ab-
sence of communication between government and people threatened to
undermine the regime.!

Diem personified a complex mixture of good and bad. He was,
Ladejinsky declared, “a man of the highest moral principles, of strong will
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and, above all, a man who never panics, fully confident that he is the invisible
hand of the Lord in everything he does.” But he also had “political blind
spots” that resulted from “great caution, monumental stubbornness and
equally monumental prejudices.” With the war under way against the Com-
munists, Diem preferred “the form rather than the substance of democracy.”
His strong belief in self-rule precluded any delegation of authority. Diem
erroneously believed that the struggle against the Communists was purely
military and that his government would suffer from a broadened political
base. The November 1960 coup attempt, he naively insisted, lacked political
motivations.!*

Ladejinsky thought that South Vietnam could become an economic
“showcase” once its people felt secure. The major threat came from the
Communists of North Vietnam, who received support from the Chinese.
The United States must help Saigon prepare its defenses against a certain
armed assault from the north. In words strikingly similar to those of
Kennedy’s while a young senator, Ladejinsky declared that South Vietnam
was “the heart of Southeast Asia” and the “cornerstone” of the indepen-
dence of Laos, Cambodia, and Thailand. “Everything must be brought
into play to insure [sic] the survival of Vietnam.”!’

"This assessment bolstered President Kennedy’s support for counter-
insurgency. In an effort to install a counterinsurgency program over the
next two years, he created a task force under the leadership of the CIA’s
Special Assistant for Planning and Coordination, Richard Bissell. It quickly
became clear that the British success in quashing the insurrection in Ma-
laya would provide a guideline for South Vietnam. Priority would go to
military assistance. A search began for more military personnel—includ-
ing British or Malayan, the state department made clear—to train the South
Vietnamese in counterguerrilla warfare. The task force recommended
twenty-one additional ranger companies and their eventual increase by forty.
It called for infiltrating the Vietcong and improving border patrol, village
transceivers, and civic action. The state department advocated a broad
“Operations Plan,” which stipulated a cooperative relationship with Cam-
bodia, safe operational bases for the ARVN, the election of youths to vil-
lage councils, and social programs in Vietcong-cleared areas that included
the assignment of health, education, and agricultural specialists.!®

Durbrow approved of these measures but warned again of Diem’s re-
luctance to share power with nonfamily members. The ambassador was about
to leave his post, a pivotal move because it suggested an imminent change in
U.S. policy. No longer would the administration condition assistance on
Diem’s willingness to grant reforms. Durbrow knew this, as did Diem.
Durbrow insisted that the Saigon government would not act without pres-
sure from Washington. The entire approach depended on Diem’s distribut-
ing power to people outside his family. This he refused to do.!”
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Durbrow came away with a mixed response after an hour-long attempt
in early March 1961 to convince Diem to accept the Kennedy admin-
istration’s Counterinsurgency Plan. General McGarr had reached an oral
agreement with Thuan on a military command structure that directly con-
nected the Chief of South Vietnam’s Joint General Staff with his opera-
tional units in the field. The agreement contained other features: a
centralized logistics system that reached down to the corps level; the use of
psywar operations and improvements in intelligence, communications, and
border and coastal patrols; and a national planning system for counter-
insurgency and national security. Durbrow pushed for more: one or two
members of the non-Communist opposition in Diem’s cabinet; the disso-
lution of the secretive Can Lao party or at least its becoming open and
providing a precedent for requiring the Communists and all other covert
parties to do the same; and the establishment of better relations between
South Vietnam and Cambodia. A broader government was possible, Diem
implied, because many opposition members now realized that had the
November coup attempt been successful, it would have helped the Com-
munists. On the Can Lao party, however, he offered no assurances. Fi-
nally, Diem saw little chance of working out any arrangement with
Cambodia, because its leader, Norodom Sihanouk, showed no interest in
establishing good relations.®

Albeit with reservations, Durbrow felt encouraged by Diem’s progress
toward instituting reforms. The premier still hesitated to provide even mod-
est remuneration to peasants who worked in the agrovilles but did not live
there to receive their benefits. Those peasants who lived outside the
agrovilles, he asserted, could turn to nearby markets, schools, hospitals,
and maternity wards. On several other matters, he preferred to wait until
after the April 1961 elections to avoid charges that he had approved changes
merely to win votes. Diem, however, seemed confident of success, and for
the first time he promised to implement the counterinsurgency measures
where possible.!?

And yet, the reality was far different from the appearance: The White
House and the Saigon government had embarked on a collision course.
Diem couched his reform assurances with equivocation. At no time did he
promise to broaden the government, remove secrecy in politics, or end
popular intimidation. Nor did he guarantee support for counterinsurgency.
Diem rejected any governmental changes he deemed detrimental to his
regime. He remained suspicious of Durbrow, underscoring the need to
replace him with someone more sympathetic to South Vietnam’s interests.
The White House recognized that its Counterinsurgency Plan depended
on Diem. The open democratic process advocated by the Kennedy admin-
istration, along with the Counterinsurgency Plan, remained elusive.
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IT

A NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE ESTIMATE in late March 1961 confirmed Diem’s
continued opposition to reforms. South Vietnam’s problems, according to
the study, stemmed from Communist guerrillas whose terrorist tactics had
undermined popular confidence in the Diem regime. Admittedly, Diem
had exerted stronger governmental controls while permitting some reforms.
He had also intensified military actions against the Vietcong and improved
the ARVN’s antiguerrilla capacity. Still, he had not faced up to the social,
political, and economic causes of the November 1960 coup effort and could
soon confront another takeover attempt by non-Communists. The Com-
munists, of course, intended to exploit the chaotic situation.?’

Later that month, Thuan met with Rusk and Durbrow in the U.S.
embassy in Bangkok to discuss South Vietnam’s problems. Foreign corre-
spondents, Thuan complained, had criticized his government’s undemo-
cratic features without recognizing the gravity of the Vietcong threat or
his country’s economic and political backwardness. Since 1959, the Vietcong
had relied on terrorism. Rising numbers of trained cadres had arrived from
the north as part of Hanoi’s publicly announced objective of promoting
Diem’s collapse. Ho Chi Minh’s long-time trusted general, Vo Nguyen
Giap, declared that his government sought to replace Diem with a “friendly”
leader who would support a reunified Vietnam in line with the Geneva
Accords of 1954. This seemingly innocuous statement meant, Thuan in-
sisted, a Communist-controlled “front” government in Saigon.?!

South Vietnam was at war, Thuan emphasized. Each month the
Vietcong killed nearly 300 ARVN troops and numerous civilians. In the
decade before Diem’s arrival as premier in 1954, the forerunner of the
Vietcong—the Vietminh—had occupied much of the countryside. Its forces
had then indoctrinated many peasants with communism and kidnapped a
large number of youths from families migrating north under provisions of
the Geneva Accords. Many Vietcong members were married to South Viet-
namese women or were brothers or sons of people in the south. Thus, the
Vietcong could easily intimidate relatives into collaboration. When Diem
took office, the outgoing French controlled only the main towns and high-
ways. During the next two years he had worked to regain the countryside
and establish internal security. He had been so successful that the Vietcong
resorted to terrorism.??

Thuan insisted that his government supported the proposed Counter-
insurgency Plan but lacked the funds necessary to underwrite the effort.
Only by levying new taxes, collecting old taxes, and floating a loan through
local banks could the government meet the heavy expenses of 1961. Even
then, the banks stipulated that half of the loan go to economic develop-
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ment and not exclusively to the military program. Meeting the costs of
1962 appeared to be out of the question.??

In response to this unsettling news from Bangkok, Rostow urged Presi-
dent Kennedy to exert more pressure on Diem to approve the
Counterinsurgency Plan. Rostow also took on the task of convincing oth-
ers in the administration to support the president’s counterguerrilla strat-
egy. Although himself a strong military advocate, Rostow assured Sorensen
that “the struggle of these hard pressed areas against Communist pressure
can never be wholly a military struggle.” Economic development was a
vital part of the battle against communism. Yet the most immediate need,
Rostow told Kennedy, was “an effective counter-offensive in Viet-Nam.”
After Diem’s certain reelection victory on April g, the United States could
approach him “directly and with vigor on the Counter-Insurgency Plan.”
To cultivate Diem’s trust while emphasizing the necessity of both political
and military remedies, the government turned to the ambassador-select to
South Vietnam, Frederick Nolting, a disarming, soft-spoken Virginian.
The United States must use its “unexploited counter-guerrilla assets on
the Viet-Nam problem: armed helicopters; other Research and Develop-
ment possibilities; our Special Forces units.” Rostow wanted McNamara
to activate this program. “It is somehow wrong to be developing these
capabilities but not applying them in a crucial active theater. In Knute
Rockne’s old phrase, we are not saving them for the Junior Prom.”**

Rostow recommended that the president use “various subterfuges” to
evade the strictures contained in the Geneva Accords, especially the stipu-
lated limitation on MAAG’s size. Others involved in the Geneva agreement—
most noticeably, North Vietnam in collaboration with the Communists in
Laos and Cambodia—were openly violating the accords, Rostow noted. Sup-
port had grown for ignoring the terms, particularly since the United States
was not a signatory nation to the 1954 agreements.?

In the midst of this flurry of activity, the problem again arose of whether
or not to condition U.S. aid on Diem’s institution of reforms. Diem, as
expected, overwhelmingly won reelection in a highly suspect process that
the Pentagon Papers termed “an essentially meaningless formality.” Rostow
went into action. The president must reassure Diem of continued U.S.
support by sending the vice president on a good-will mission to South
Vietnam, inviting Thuan to the United States, pressing Diem to broaden
his government and decentralize its administration, and raising MAAG’s
ceiling unless there was some other way to introduce a “substantial num-
ber of Special Forces types.” Diem had recently spent two hours with news
columnist Joseph Alsop, complaining that the United States did not fully
support his government in Saigon. Durbrow again urged the White House
to warn Diem that if he did not cooperate with the United States, it would
withhold funds for increasing his military forces.?®
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Both Lansdale and Rostow opposed issuing an ultimatum to Diem.
Durbrow, according to Rostow’s staff assistant Robert Komer, had “an
obvious personality clash” with Diem and should not “lay down the law to
the President.” Rostow agreed with Komer and staunchly opposed
Durbrow’s advice to condition the force increase on Diem’s implementa-
tion of the Counterinsurgency Plan. These were Durbrow’s last days in
Saigon, and he lacked leverage, Rostow argued. Once Nolting assumed his
new post as ambassador, he should negotiate with Diem on the matter.?’

Then, in mid-April 1961, two events further enhanced the U.S. role in
South Vietnam. First, the Kennedy administration agreed to a cease-fire in
Laos, followed by neutralization talks in an attempt to wind down the Com-
munist insurgency and sanctify the border touching South Vietnam. Sec-
ond, its approval of the CIA’s plan to overthrow the Castro regime in Cuba
had resulted in one of the greatest debacles in the history of U.S. foreign
policy. Cuban military forces either killed or captured every member of
the small group of Cuban exiles involved in the landing at the Bay of Pigs,
and Castro publicly blasted the White House for engineering the coup
attempt.

The setback in Cuba nearly traumatized the Kennedy administration,
leading to a major reassessment of its foreign policy. The president’s cred-
ibility plummeted, causing him to doubt the wisdom and honesty of the
CIA and the Joint Chiefs of Staff and to rely instead on his brother Robert,
along with Sorensen as chief counsel and a small coterie of others who had
helped him get into office. “All my life I've known better than to depend
on the experts,” the president moaned. “How could I have been so stupid,
to let them go ahead.” On April 21, four days after the aborted invasion,
the president bitterly noted at a breakfast meeting with Rusk and other
advisers that the morning’s newspapers did not include the joint chiefs in
the stories attributing blame to government agencies. The Pentagon had
whitewashed its culpability.?®

Later that same day, Kennedy brought retired Army General Maxwell
D. Taylor into the administration to analyze the failure at the Bay of Pigs
and to make recommendations on future Cold War strategy. Taylor, a
veteran of World War II and the Korean War, had served as Chief of Staff
in the Eisenhower administration until pressured out after advocating a
measured strategy of “flexible response” in the John Foster Dulles era of
brinkmanship and massive retaliation. The United States, Taylor warned,
must be prepared to deal “with anything from general atomic war to infil-
trations such as threaten Laos.” After retiring from the army in 1959, Tay-
lor wrote An Uncertain Trumpet, which criticized Eisenhower’s defense
strategy and, in Kennedy’s words, was “most persuasive” in “shap[ing] [his]
own thinking.” Taylor proved an exception to the president’s negative image
of generals. According to one state department observer, Taylor “talked
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with an elegance unexpected in a soldier, and he looked exactly as a general
should: clean-cut, scholarly, handsome, and resolute.”?’

The administration was in “deep trouble,” Kennedy solemnly told
Taylor. Indeed, the general’s homecoming in the midst of the Cuban di-
saster took on a funereal bearing. “I was ushered into the Oval Room,”
Taylor later wrote, “and there met President Kennedy, Vice-President
Johnson, and McGeorge Bundy along with a few other officials who drifted
in and out. I sensed an air which I had known in my military past—that of
a command post that had been overrun by the enemy. There were the
same glazed eyes, subdued voices, and slow speech that I remembered ob-
serving in commanders routed at the Battle of the Bulge or recovering
from the shock of their first action.” The new administration had “en-
gaged in its first bloody action and was learning the sting of defeat.”3?

If the U.S. experience with Laos was not another defeat, it certainly was
not a victory, and, for that reason, it combined with the Cuban fiasco to
assign special importance to South Viemam. “What happened,” according
to state department Asian specialist James Thomson, Jr., was that “we dis-
covered that the Laotians were not Turks.” They would not fight. “And,
once we discovered that the Laotians were not T'urks, it seemed advisable to
pull back from confrontation in Laos.” It suddenly became clear that “the
place to stand one’s ground . . . was Vietnam because the Vietnamese were
Trurks.” Years afterward, William Sullivan, former Far Eastern Affairs ex-
pert in the state department, confirmed this observation. “Laos was a sec-
ondary problem . . . a poor place to get bogged down in because it was inland,
had no access to the sea and no proper logistics lines . . . it was rather incho-
ate as a nation; . . . the [Laotians] were not fighters.” In a view shared by
Rusk, Sullivan asserted that Vietham was a more appropriate site for a con-
frontation because it had “logistical access to the sea and therefore, we had
military advantages. It was an articulated, functioning nation. Its troops were
tigers and real fighters.” The White House regarded Vietnam as the “main
show,” not a potential quagmire but a “more solid instrument for settling”
the ongoing battle between the Free World and the Communists.’!

The move toward a Laotian compromise had frightened the South
Vietnamese into believing that the same outcome awaited them. President
Kennedy adamantly rejected numerous proposals by the military to send
troops into Laos to save the U.S.-supported regime. To adviser and histo-
rian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., the president declared, “If it hadn’t been
for Cuba, we might be about to intervene in Laos.” Waving a pile of cables
from General Lemnitzer, Kennedy noted that they urged military inter-
vention and disgustedly remarked, “I might have taken this advice seri-
ously.” He was even more emphatic in a conversation with Sorensen.
“Thank God the Bay of Pigs happened when it did,” the president re-
marked in September. “Otherwise we’d be in Laos by now—and that would
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be a hundred times worse.” John Kenneth Galbraith, former economics
professor at Harvard and Kennedy’s ambassador to India, sarcastically
warned his good friend in the White House that “as a military ally the
entire Laos nation is clearly inferior to a battalion of conscientious objec-
tors from World War 1.” The president realized that the northern border
of Laos was China, which raised the chances of a bigger war. Moreover, he
recognized the primacy of Cold War demands. As he told New York Times
writer Arthur Krock, Khrushchev must not misinterpret Laos and Cuba as
signals that the United States was in “a yielding mood on such matters as
Berlin.” Critics charged that the president possessed more profile than
courage and that he was anything but the best and the brightest. The presi-
dent knew that the United States must take a stand against communism
somewhere, and, as he told James Reston of the New York Times, “Vietnam
looks like the place.”*?

In the aftermath of the Cuban disaster, the administration had to re-
establish U.S. credibility in the quickly intensifying Cold War. Rostow
warned the president that the Cuban humiliation had severely jolted the
Western alliance and urged him to tighten U.S. military and economic ties
with Atlantic friends. The White House had handled the Congo problem
through the United Nations and dealt with Laos through SEATO in a way
that held together its European and Asian members while keeping the
neutrals “more or less with us.” Those same SEATO meetings, however,
had fostered a greater international awareness of the problems in South
Vietnam.*?

Rostow agreed that Vietnam was “the place where—in the Attorney
General’s phrase—we must prove that we are not a paper tiger.” The Viet-
cong had no international right to pursue an aggressive policy against South
Vietnam. The United Nations should confront this “indirect aggression”
by sanctioning military forces to block further infiltration from the north.
The United States should accept the British offer to help South Vietnam
and therefore “internationalize the effort to the maximum.” It should em-
phasize to India that South Vietnam’s fall to communism would have a
negative impact throughout Southeast Asia. Finally, it must convince Diem
that his domestic political problems stemmed not only from the Commu-
nist opposition but also from his failure to make necessary reforms. Presi-
dential adviser McGeorge Bundy put it bluntly: “At this point we are like
the Harlem Globetrotters, passing forward, behind, sidewise, and under-
neath. But nobody has made a basket yet.”?*

Accordingly, the administration established a secret committee called
the Presidential Task Force to devise a plan for saving South Vietnam. At
a cabinet meeting on April 20, President Kennedy asked McNamara to
appoint the deputy secretary of defense, Roswell Gilpatric, as head of a
group that included Lansdale, Rostow, Sorensen, Alexis Johnson from the
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state department, and Desmond Fitzgerald from the CIA. Gilpatric later
explained that his appointment as chair of the new task force had reflected
the president’s lack of confidence in the state department because of his
dissatisfaction regarding Laos. The president was also unhappy with the
lack of leadership shown by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who at one point had
given him five different recommendations for what to do. McNamara in-
formed the president that Gilpatric would have a plan of action by April
28. T'o monitor progress, Robert Kennedy served as the president’s liaison
with the committee, attending nearly every meeting and reporting directly
to his brother.%

Lansdale’s membership on the committee raised a bitter ruckus. About
two weeks earlier, Rostow had suggested that the president place greater
emphasis on Vietnam and appoint Lansdale as a “full time first-rate back-
stop man.” In characteristic fashion, Lansdale responded to the news by
writing a lengthy paper. He recommended that President Kennedy create
a new study group on Vietnam and that he, Lansdale, hold an executive
position on it. Gilpatric considered Lansdale “a very useful, knowledge-
able assistant” even though he was “a soldier-of-fortune type.” Professional
foreign service officers did not trust him because of the independent course
he had taken in the Philippines and South Vietnam. Hilsman considered
him “an eight ball, an odd ball,” who took “great delight in manipulating
personalities. He’s very much of a CIA type.” Lansdale’s January 1961 memo
on Vietnam “might have influenced Kennedy in the beginning, but he had
none after that.” Gilpatric admitted that Lansdale was a “sort of solo per-
former, an operator who didn’t go along with the usual channels and guide-
lines in the foreign service field.” But Gilpatric did not share the state and
defense departments’ negative assessment. Lansdale “was in the doghouse
with both of them. And I was convinced they were wrong.”3

Before the committee had met, state departiment representatives ex-
pressed sharp disapproval of Lansdale’s involvement. According to the Pern-
tagon Papers, “State objected, successtully, to having an Ambassador report
to a Task Force chaired by the Deputy Secretary of Defense, and with a
second defense official (Lansdale) as executive officer.” Lansdale also en-
countered staunch opposition from the joint chiefs, who sought to main-
tain control over the military program and felt threatened by his position
in the defense secretary’s office. The first draft had designated him “Op-
erations Officer for the Task Force,” which entailed his returning to Viet-
nam after the program received President Kennedy’s approval and then,
following discussions with U.S. and South Vietnamese officials, making
recommendations on how to implement its provisions. But the state de-
partment infuriated Lansdale by feverishly working to reduce his status on
the committee. On the same day that Gilpatric informed the president of
Lansdale’s assignment to the Task Force, the general hotly withdrew his
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name, leaving Gilpatric to offer the lame explanation that the defense de-
partment preferred the general’s serving as Task Force representative.’’

Lansdale’s demotion reflects how political and controversial he had
become. The files contain McNamara’s copy of Gilpatric’s memo to the
president with the defense secretary’s handwriting changing the statement
that Lansdale “will proceed to Vietnam immediately” to “will proceed to
Vietnam when requested by the Ambassador.” In view of the state department’s
opposition to Lansdale, this statement blocked his return to Vietnam. It is
unclear whether McNamara made this change before or after Gilpatric’s
memo went to the president. The Pentagon Papers believe the change was
in the memo when it went to the president, suggesting that Kennedy had
approved McNamara’s opposition to Lansdale.’® More likely, however,
McNamara altered the Lansdale reference after the memo went to the Oval
Oftice. Kennedy’s favor for Lansdale had not diminished. Why would he
oppose sending the counterinsurgency expert to Vietnam for the purpose
of making recommendations, particularly when the administration’s pro-
gram of counterinsurgency rested heavily on Lansdale’s January 1961 re-
port? But the president was also a political realist who recognized the danger
of forcing the general onto the state and defense departments. Kennedy
maintained his preference for limited military measures, again reflecting
his support for Lansdale’s program.

I1X

"THE FIRST MEETING of the Presidential Task Force on April 24 so quickly
degenerated into derisive personal exchanges that Gilpatric ill-advisedly
turned over the chair’s duties to Lansdale. “Gee, I don’t know,” Gilpatric
declared to the general. “There’s an awful lot of emotion on these meet-
ings. I think I’'m going to be too busy to go. Please take them over.” Lansdale
also demonstrated a lack of wisdom in agreeing to do so. “This is going to
be rough on me, you know.” He did not make it easy on himself by em-
ploying blunt methods. To the state department representatives at the
meeting, he opened with an invitation assured of raising their ire: “I know,
hearing some of your remarks, you don’t like what I'm thinking.” He then
added: “You’ve got to say some things about me, so let’s start the meeting.
You get it out of your system. Say all the nasty things you want about me,
and when you’re through, let me know. Don’t take too long with this, and
then we’ll get to work.” The feud was in the open. “Have you got all the hate
out of your system now? Let’s go on with the meeting.” But these sarcastic
remarks only strengthened the venom. “Well look, we really do have some
problems here we’ve got to get to, and if you want, I'll meet you afterwards
and have lunch or something, and you can spoil my lunch by telling me what
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a heel I am or something. But we’ve got work to do.” In an amazing under-
statement, Lansdale later observed, “They didn’t like it at all.”*”

Somehow the Task Force survived the rancor and formulated a multi-
faceted strategy for saving South Vietnam. The United States would en-
courage the formation of a two-party system of non-Communist groups,
send an economic team to find ways to bolster the economy, help the Diem
regime become more responsive to its people, and make the South Viet-
namese into a “polarizing spirit” against communism in all Southeast Asia.
Militarily, the United States should emphasize the need to seal off the
Cambodian border, underwrite the costs of adding 20,000 troops to South
Vietnam’s armed forces, and promote counterguerrilla warfare by sending
100 more MAAG personnel than the 685 allowed by the Geneva Accords
(aviolation advocated earlier by Rostow) as “close-up advisors” in “selected
combat operations.” It should also enhance internal security by instituting
air surveillance by radar and halting enemy entry by water through addi-
tional assistance to Vietnam’s junk force. To reassure Diem of continued
U.S. support, Lansdale would accompany Vice-President Johnson on a
good-will visit to South Vietnam. Gilpatric intended to present the Task
Force’s plan to the president by the end of the week.*

The mixed reaction to the report reflected the consternation felt by
both sides over a greater U.S. military commitment. Clearly shaken by the
Bay of Pigs debacle, Sorensen represented McGeorge Bundy and David
Bell, director of the Bureau of the Budget, in warning President Kennedy
to support “only the basic concept of an all-out internal security effort to
save Vietnam.” It seemed highly doubtful that the report’s two basic pre-
mises would work—that Diem would grant reforms and that Saigon, even
with U.S. assistance, could close South Vietnam’s borders to infiltration.
According to Sorensen, “There is no clearer example of a country that
cannot be saved unless it saves itself—through increased popular support;
governmental, economic and military reforms and reorganizations; and the
encouragement of new political leaders.” General McGarr, however, warned
that the South Vietnamese must first establish a “military seal” along the
Cambodian border that would stop the assaults across the frontier as well
as the covert introduction of Vietcong, which would require about 30,000
troops. To assume the required training duties, MAAG must raise its troop
ceiling. McGarr later informed Admiral Harry Felt, Commander-in-Chief,
Pacific (CINCPAC), that President Kennedy was willing to violate the
Geneva Accords to save South Vietnam and, in a statement rendered mean-
ingless because it rested on so many contingencies as well as on McGarr’s
own interpretation of the president’s words, also showed a “possible will-
ingness” to send U.S. troops to Laos and South Vietnam.*!

An April 27 meeting of the National Security Council (NSC) and oth-
ers exposed the deep divisions among Washington’s leaders over whether
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or not to become militarily involved in Laos and, by extrapolation, in Viet-
nam. Indeed, state department adviser Alexis Johnson considered the meet-
ing “the turning point on Laos,” and Rostow called it “the worst White
House meeting he had ever attended in the entire Kennedy administra-
tion.” On April 26, the Communist-led Pathet Lao had opened a major
offensive aimed at seizing as much territory as possible before the cease-
fire went into effect. Late that night the joint chiefs warned Felt that the
navy might have to retaliate with air assaults against North Vietnam and
perhaps even southern China. The next day, the same day that the Task
Force delivered its report on Vietnam, Admiral Arleigh Burke, Chief of
Naval Operations, warned that military intervention in Laos could lead to
war with Communist China and the use of nuclear weapons. Rusk, never-
theless, argued that the best way to avoid war in Southeast Asia was to
demonstrate a willingness “to use force.” McNamara and congressional
leaders at the large meeting, both Democrat and Republican, opposed mili-
tary intervention. Felt urged a limited involvement designed to protect the
Mekong Valley. It became clear that no one wanted to take over Laos.
“The issue,” according to Johnson, “was simply whether you could best
protect Thailand and the rest of Southeast Asia by stopping the Commu-
nists where they were and holding the Mekong River Valley part of Laos.”*

The president made no commitment to any position but asked ques-
tions that showed his caution about using combat troops. Did the United
States have the ability to defend the airfields in Laos? What would be the
troop position on the airfield at the capital of Vientiane and other places
along the river? What would happen if the United States withdrew? Ac-
cording to Alexis Johnson, Kennedy “was very, very deeply disturbed at
exposing a body of Americans to a situation in which he might have to take
very extreme measures to protect them.” Johnson believed that the
president’s opposition to military intervention in Asia stemmed from Gen-
eral MacArthur’s warning that the Communist Chinese would overwhelm
U.S. ground forces. Had not MacArthur spoken from firsthand experi-
ences in the Korean War? In the midst of this controversy, MacArthur met
with the president in New York and, in a piece of advice that Sorensen said
Kennedy “never forgot,” warned against committing troops in a frontal
assault. Laos, the general insisted, was a totally unacceptable place to make
a stand, although, according to the president’s notes of the meeting,
MacArthur supported “a rear-guard action in the southeast of Asia” if the
area sought U.S. protection. Kennedy, Johnson thought, “seized upon the
Chiefs’ . . . very inept presentation of the military situation to rationalize
and justify his own instinct that he didn’t want to get involved.”*

The Task Force, however, feared that neutralization of Laos would
guarantee Communist control of its eastern mountains and thereby pro-
vide the path for an invasion of South Vietnam. It therefore recommended
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that the United States support the addition of two divisions to the South
Vietnamese air force. To train these men, the United States would have to
provide a force of 1,600 men for each division, along with a 400-man spe-
cial forces team to train the South Vietnamese in counterinsurgency war-
fare. The Kennedy administration would also have to inject 3,600 men
over the 1oo additions already approved for MAAG. Consequently, Presi-
dent Kennedy approved the Task Force recommendations on Vietnam in
the midst of the Laotian crisis. In a speech that evening at a Democratic
dinner in Chicago, the president declared, “We are prepared to meet our
obligations, but we can only defend the freedom of those who are deter-
mined to be free themselves. We can assist them—we will bear more than
our share of the burden, but we can only help those who are ready to bear
their share of the burden themselves.” The next day, CINCPAC warned
of the need to send 5,000 forces to Udorn, Thailand, and to Tourane
(Danang) in South Vietnam.**

The central issue in this growing controversy over combat troops fo-
cused on which aspect of counterinsurgency doctrine should receive prior-
ity. Even though the president preferred the nonmilitary steps, he
recognized that certain military actions had to precede the safe implemen-
tation of civil reforms. But his approval of such measures did not include
American soldiers in a fighting role. Many of his advisers, however, saw
the opening for military expedients and argued for a quick solution: the
use of Americans in combat. If the Korean War had sufficiently warned
the president about the dangers of a ground war in Asia, the lesson had
escaped his military leaders. According to Gilpatric, General George
Decker, Chief of Staff of the Army; General Earle Wheeler, later chief of
staff and then chair; and General David Shoup, Marine Corps Comman-
dant, all considered the dispatch of amphibious forces into Vietnam as “just
one more military engagement.” Gilpatric recalled no “haunting feeling
that this would be something which would bog us down as we were in
Korea.”®

Just before an NSC meeting on April 29, a large group of advisers met
in the state department to explore the military options in Laos and to relate
them to South Vietnam. The real issue in Laos, according to McNamara,
was whether or not the United States could land military forces in Vientiane
because of the threats from Communist Chinese air power, Pathet Lao re-
sistance, and sabotage. Admiral Burke nonetheless supported U.S. military
intervention. “If pushed we could retreat across the river, reinforce from
Udorn and go back and fight.” The first task was to use troops to secure the
airfield. McNamara worried that the United States would need thirty-six
sorties a day to cover troop movements into Laos. In a glaring understate-
ment, McGeorge Bundy warned that “if we took this action we would be
doing something which most countries would not appreciate.”*
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The call for U.S. combat involvement possessed a simplistic allure.
Robert Kennedy had attended this meeting at his brother’s behest and
played the devil’s advocate in goading the advisers into revealing their in-
nermost thoughts. “Where would be the best place to stand and fight in
Southeast Asia, where to draw the line?” Thailand and South Vietnam,
McNamara responded. The central question, argued the attorney general,
was whether the United States “would stand up and fight.” Rusk leaned
toward putting U.S. troops in Vientiane and standing ready to evacuate
them by helicopter if they could not hold the airfield. With less than mea-
sured consideration, he asserted, “This would be better than sitting back
and doing nothing.” Burke felt confident that the United States could hold
Danang, but General Curtis LeMay, Air Force Chief of Staff, went farther
in assuring his colleagues that U.S. air power could stop the Pathet Lao.
Shoup concurred. B-26 bombings before troop landings would make it
“possible to obtain a cease-fire and get the panhandle of Laos.”¥

The meeting’s aggressive tone underlined the growing sentiment within
the highest levels of the Kennedy administration for using U.S. military
power in Southeast Asia. Deputy Assistant Secretary of State John Steeves
warned that if the problem in Laos was “unsolvable, then the problem of
Viet-Nam would be unsolvable.” If the United States wrote off Laos, it
was “writing the first chapter in the defeat of Southeast Asia.” McNamara
argued that the United States had to attack Hanoi if it gave up Laos. Decker
admonished his colleagues to understand that “if we go in, we should go in
to win, and that means bombing Hanoi.” He admitted that “there was no
good place to fight in Southeast Asia but we must hold as much as we can
of Viet-Nam, Cambodia and Laos.” Burke agreed. “Each time you give
ground, it is harder to stand next time.” If the United States conceded
Laos, it “would have to put U.S. forces into Viet-Nam and Thailand.”
Indeed, the United States “would have to throw in enough to win—per-
haps the ‘works.”*

Faced with the prospect of defeat, the appeal of direct U.S. military
intervention had gained momentum. Decker suggested that the United
States move troops into Thailand and South Vietnam in an effort to foster
a cease-fire in Laos. LeMay did not believe a cease-fire possible without
“military action.” When Burke asked what would happen if no cease-fire
followed, Decker crisply replied that “we would be ready to go ahead.”
The United States could conduct the entire operation by air, LeMay ar-
gued. B-26s could slow the enemy while more sophisticated bombers halted
the influx of supplies and bought time for the Laotian forces to improve
their fighting skills. Even Bowles, who later opposed U.S. military involve-
ment in Vietnam, insisted that “the main question to be faced was the fact
that we were going to have to fight the Chinese anyway in 2, 3, § or 10
years and that it was just a question of where, when and how.” The Chi-
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nese would not escalate their involvement, LeMay insisted. In a statement
that suggested no awareness of the nearly disastrous consequences of the
Chinese intervention in the Korean War, he blithely asserted that “the
worst that could happen would be that the Chinese Communists would
come in.”#

U.S. military intervention, these advisers suggested, might have to be
total. In view of the recent embarrassment at the Bay of Pigs, Robert Kennedy
strongly warned against a partial commitment to Southeast Asia. “We would
look sillier than we do now if we got troops in there and then backed down.”
The real issue was “whether we are ready to go the distance.” If so, Rusk
solemnly insisted while appealing to the wisdom of collective security, “we
would want to get the United Nations mixed up in this.” “The question to
be faced,” Steeves thought, “was whether we could afford to lose Southeast
Asia.” That area was the “prize.” Burke declared that “only the United States
could pull its own chestnuts out of the fire.” McNamara gloomily observed
that “the situation was worsening by the hour and that if we were going to
commit ourselves, then we must do so sooner rather than later.” On that
dour note, Rusk adjourned the meeting.”°

Advisers in the Kennedy administration went beyond the president’s
wishes, irresistibly drawn to a misleadingly simple and fast resolution to
the problem. Rusk, as an ardent Cold Warrior, joined McNamara and the
military figures at the meeting in advocating stern military action. Particu-
larly striking was LeMay’s call for all-out military force. The general was
notoriously reckless but attracted a strong political and military following
that compelled the president to pay homage to his recommendations, no
matter how extreme. But, according to Gilpatric, every time Kennedy saw
LeMay, “he ended up in a sort of a fit. I mean he would just be frantic at
the end of a session with LeMay because, you know, LeMay couldn’t listen
or wouldn’t take in, and he would make what Kennedy considered . . .
outrageous proposals that bore no relation to the state of affairs in the
1960s.” Galbraith agreed with Gilpatric’s assessment. Years afterward, the
then ambassador to India noted that President Kennedy once remarked
about the incautious general, “Can any civilized country have people like
General LeMay?”’! From thousands of miles away in Washington, from
the vantage point of policymakers who had, in most instances, never been
in South Vietnam, the solution was clear: Close the infiltration routes by
interdiction bombing, and authorize U.S. soldiers to end the Vietcong
threat, even if it meant a direct assault on Hanoi.

President Kennedy emphasized the civil dimensions of counterin-
surgency in an effort to avert a direct U.S. military involvement. One posi-
tive result of the Bay of Pigs fiasco soon came into play, however: The
president had adhered to military and intelligence experts in approving the
plan to overthrow Castro. They had been wrong once and could be wrong
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again. Hilsman insisted that the president preferred advisers as “a token to
keep the military quiet” while he implemented counterinsurgency and
worked to improve Diem’s military forces. Kennedy did not want U.S.
troops with white and black faces pursuing the Vietcong. Their actions
would drive the peasants into the Communist camp. The Vietnamese must
do the job themselves. Hilsman recommended using American soldiers
only “to protect the people; don’t chase the Vietcong.” In the background
would be social, political, and economic reform programs. “The sea of
people in which Mao says the guerrillas swim like fish will have dried up.”?
The task would not be easy. Pressure for a military involvement came not
only from military personnel but from civilian leaders as well. President
Kennedy’s reason and instincts persisted in pointing to counterinsurgency
and continuing support to Diem.

SEVERAL IMPORTANT FEATURES of the administration’s aid program to South
Vietnam reflected the president’s wish to avoid a deeper involvement. First
and foremost, he accepted Lansdale’s arguments for a counterinsurgency
program and for standing by Diem. Second, Kennedy recognized the im-
portance of convincing Diem to support counterinsurgency—even if it
meant relaxing the U.S. policy of conditioning aid on his institution of
reforms. Third, the president realized thata U.S. troop involvement would
Americanize a war that was South Vietnam’s alone to fight. Kennedy knew
that he faced a certain battle with advisers who advocated U.S. combat
forces. He also grasped the interrelated nature of Laos, Cambodia, and
South Vietnam to stopping communism in Southeast Asia and promoting
America’s Cold War efforts. All these considerations demonstrate the
president’s opposition to U.S. combat involvement.

The realities were evident. U.S. success depended on the support of
the South Vietnamese people; and without Diem’s cooperation in molding
a government more responsive to their needs, the chances for defeating
the insurgency would decline in proportion to the sinking popularity of his
rule. Either Diem would have to change his mandarin philosophy, or a
coup might change the government.



COUNTERACTION TO
COUNTERINSURGENCY

The Military Solution

If we are given the right to use nuclear weapons, we can
guarantee victory.

General Lyman Lemnitzer, chair of
Joint Chiefs of Staff, April (?), 1961

U.S. forces should be deployed immediately to South Vietnam.
Joint Chiefs of Staff, May 10, 1961

’ I \ HE MARTIAL SENTIMENT expressed by the White House advisers at
what the Pentagon Papers called a day of “prolonged crisis meet-
ings” posed a major problem for President Kennedy as he attempted

to limit the U.S. military involvement in South Vietnam. A few of his coun-
selors openly sought a military solution; others by their very silence con-
curred. No one present—including Rusk and McNamara—argued for
counterinsurgency. The military, asserted Schlesinger, did not prefer
ground troops unless they numbered “at least 140,000 men equipped with
tactical nuclear weapons.” A dangerous pattern had begun to develop, he
insisted. The Pentagon opposed limited action unless President Kennedy
gave prior approval to every escalated step it thought should follow, in-
cluding the nuclear bombing of Hanoi and Beijing.!

Itsoon became clear that the chair of the joint chiefs, General Lemnit-
zer, likewise supported an all-out military response to what the president
had called “the subterranean war.” The general had been in Laos at the
time of the NSC meeting, but on his return to Washington he assured the
NSC that “if we are given the right to use nuclear weapons, we can guaran-
tee victory.” The president sat in moody silence until someone testily de-
clared, “Mr. President, perhaps you would have the General explain to us
what he means by victory.” Kennedy sighed and called the meeting to a
close. Afterward he cynically remarked that since Lemnitzer “couldn’t think
of any further escalation, he would have to promise us victory.”
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Despite the president’s outspoken support for counterinsurgency,
nearly everyone around him preferred a military solution. Counter-
insurgency required patience and time, all the while seeking a partial vic-
tory at best. Once South Vietnam, with U.S. assistance and advice, had
reduced the Vietcong’s activities to domestic disturbances, the Diem re-
gime would emerge victorious. But those propounding a military remedy
had little faith in South Vietnam’s ability to win the war by itself. More
important, they had no confidence in Diem. President Kennedy continued
to oppose an Americanization of the war and insisted that only the South
Vietnamese could determine its verdict.

THE “PROGRAM OF ACTION” submitted by the state department’s Task Force
to the president at the NSC meeting on April 29 termed the Viethamese
situation as “critical, but not hopeless” and initially adhered to Kennedy’s
preference for counterinsurgency. The central thrust in the assistance ef-
fort, declared the report, must be to achieve internal security by imple-
menting “mutually supporting actions of a military, political, economic,
psychological and covert character.” SEATO’s military intervention was
permissible should that step prove necessary. Also vital was the coopera-
tion of Laos and Cambodia in halting Hanoi’s infiltration of personnel and
supplies into South Vietnam.?

The Task Force did not dismiss the role of nonmilitary measures. To
promote joint cooperation between the nations, the vice president must
use his goodwill visit to exalt Diem as “a man of great stature and as one of
the strong figures in Southeast Asia on whom we are placing our reliance.”
The administration should seek a multilateral involvement by working with
the British in training South Vietnamese personnel and extending finan-
cial assistance as a means of encouraging similar support from others in the
Western alliance. The report also called for an enhanced civic action pro-
gram that included the construction of roads, schools, markets, wells, and
irrigation ditches, the expansion of agricultural and veterinary assistance,
and the introduction of medical dispensaries and other health services. In
addition to meeting the immediate needs of the rural community, the re-
form programs must build a healthy political and economic infrastructure
based on a decentralized government and long-range economic develop-
ment. The United States, concluded the Task Force, must approve a five-
year assistance program to South Vietnam.*

The Task Force continued in the same balanced vein until it came to
the necessity of reestablishing Diem’s faith in U.S. motives; at that point,
it joined the Country Team in taking a subtle turn toward a military rem-
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edy. Diem, according to the Task Force, remained convinced that Ameri-
cans had adopted an “equivocal attitude” toward the November 1960 coup
attempt, and he now ignored the need for political reforms. Diem had
proven incapable of protecting his people from the Communist insurgents.
Military correctives had therefore emerged as the top priority, automati-
cally reducing the importance of the social, political, and economic recom-
mendations contained in the Counterinsurgency Plan.’

The Task Force program then sharply veered from the president’s
stand against U.S. combat troops, either alone or as part of an allied force.
“While there is still time, the inhibitions of the Geneva Accords, which
have been violated with impunity by the Communists in both Laos and
Viet-Nam, should be done away with.” The United States must negotiate
a defensive alliance with Saigon that authorized the dispatch of U.S. or
SEATO troops to South Vietnam. Such a move would free the ARVN of
static defense duties and permit it to take the offensive against the Vietcong.
The U.S. forces, it became clear, would train the South Vietnamese, pro-
vide a border patrol to halt infiltration, and deter a Chinese Communist
invasion. Furthermore, the United States would send 400 Special Forces
to Nha Trang to train South Vietnamese soldiers in counterguerrilla war-
fare. These pivotal moves admittedly entailed risks: Neutral nations might
oppose the United States’s direct military involvement in South Vietnam;
the Communists would gain excellent propaganda material; and Hanoi
might ally with the Chinese Communists in a major military escalation
that could necessitate a “significant commitment” of U.S. troops from the
Pacific to the Asian mainland. The French, the report noted, had deployed
200,000 troops in a losing cause. Without exploring the implications of
U.S. troop involvement, the advisers insisted that the benefits derived from
a show of force outweighed the risks. The White House must consider a
“formal rejection of the Geneva Accords,” and the newly appointed Am-
bassador Nolting should meet with Diem about negotiating a defensive
alliance. The Joint Chiefs of Staff and CINCPAC should meanwhile de-
termine the number of U.S. troops required.®

President Kennedy recognized the dangerous ramifications of the Task
Force proposals and approved only those military actions deemed integral
to counterinsurgency doctrine. Sorensen agreed, but he doubted that Diem
could defeat the insurgency without instituting pacification measures that
won the support of his people. “We do not want Vietnam to fall,” Sorensen
wrote the president. “The chief purpose of insisting upon such conditions
should not be [the] saving of American dollars but the saving of Vietnam.”’

But the president, too, was willing to violate the Geneva Accords in an
effort to achieve his definition of victory. In a move that Rusk termed the
president’s “most important decision,” he approved an unpublicized in-
crease in MAAG’s advisers by 100 over the present 685 authorized at Geneva
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to train the 20,000-man addition to the 150,000 soldiers already in the
ARVN. This move, according to the Pentagon Papers, marked “the first
formal breach of the Geneva agreement.” Kennedy also agreed to enlarge
MAAG’s duties to include advising and supporting the 40,000-member
Self-Defense Corps. He then concurred with the recommendation to in-
crease support for a Civil Guard expanded from 32,000 members to 68,000.
To safeguard the country against outside threats, he approved an expanded
border patrol, a radar surveillance system to warn of Communist over-
flights (no evidence existed of such aerial activity), and a greater use of the
South Vietnamese junk force in closing off infiltration by water. Particu-
larly appealing to the president was the deployment of a Special Forces
Group of 400 U.S. Army personnel (the first open violation of the Geneva
Accords), trained in counterinsurgency and wearing green berets to signify
their elitist status. Most notably, however, he withheld approval of U.S.
“conventional, non-nuclear forces,” including the assignment of a marine
brigade plus support troops to either Danang or Nha Trang. This pro-
posal he assigned to further review.?

In a move that carried great potential for international trouble, the
president approved the Task Force’s call for covert actions, both in North
and South Vietnam and in Laos. Counterintelligence agents gained sanc-
tion to penetrate Communist organizations throughout the Vietnams, and
“American or Chinese Nationalist crews and equipment” could assist the
South Vietmamese in gathering photographic intelligence. On the basis of
this pilfered information, these agents should develop “networks of resis-
tance” through sabotage and harassment operations. Under joint MAAG-
CIA supervision, the First Observation Battalion already in South Vietnam
could work with the CIA in recruiting South Vietnamese civilians. To stem
Vietcong infiltration, teams of South Vietnamese “under light civilian cover”
and trained by the CIA and the Special Forces were to engage in hit-and-
run assaults on Vietnamese Communist strongholds in southeastern Laos.’

The White House supported still more actions that violated the Geneva
Accords. Those measures aimed at North Vietnam included the use of
MAAG-trained ARVN soldiers in conducting ranger raids and other low-
key military operations and the deployment of South Vietnamese planes to
drop leaflets encouraging popular resistance to the Communists. Those
steps in the south were more striking, for they had the potential to alienate
the regime if uncovered. They focused on infiltrating the Saigon govern-
ment, opposition political groups, and the armed services in an effort to
determine loyalty to Diem, provide warning of coup attempts, and identify
potential leaders in the event of his fall from power.!°

The military assistance program had grown dramatically in light of
the heightening Vietcong threat, but, according to the Task Force, it needed
to expand even more. In 1959 the allotted funds were $59 million, but in
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1961 the amount reached $73.6 million, and the defense department rec-
ommended another increase to $110 million in 1962. The last figure in-
cluded the Program of Action for South Vietnam, but this sum provided
only the minimum amount necessary to sustain the newly enlarged force
of 170,000 soldiers and a Civil Guard then numbering 32,000 before the
scheduled increase to 68,000. If aid went to 200,000 armed forces (South
Vietnam sought another 30,000), all 68,000 in the expanded Civil Guard,
40,000 in the Self-Defense Corps, and the 400 Special Forces added to
MAAG, the Military Assistance Program for 1962 would require $140
million of funding.!!

Lansdale angrily warned that the new military direction of the pro-
posal would ensure South Vietnam’s defeat. The Task Force, it was clear
to Lansdale, had made a profound shift in emphasis: Instead of balancing
the military and civil aspects of counterinsurgency, it had made military
assistance the priority by urging the use of U.S. combat troops, either by
themselves or in conjunction with SEATO forces. Lansdale complained
that “the U.S. past performance and theory of action, which State appar-
ently desires to continue, simply offers no sound basis for winning as de-
sired by President Kennedy.”!?

It was easy to detect flaws in the military orientation advocated by the
Task Force. Its members did not explain how to secure the cooperation of
either Diem or the leaders of Laos and Cambodia. They did not explore
the consequences of sending in U.S. troops. In a remarkable lack of fore-
sight, they almost casually admitted that the presence of U.S. soldiers might
provoke a military intervention by the North Vietnamese and the Chinese
Communists. They then capitalized this bald understatement by blandly
asserting that the United States would respond with a major military com-
mitment. What would be the extent of a Communist troop involvement?
Did the United States have the manpower and logistical means to meet the
new challenge? Had not the Chinese military intervention in the Korean
War graphically demonstrated the dangers of a land conflict in Asia?

The president must have pondered these questions. Singularly absent
from his response to the Program for Action was approval of U.S. combat
troops. His counterinsurgency strategy remained intact though leaning to-
ward military correctives on a temporary basis. MAAG’s advisory and train-
ing mandate was to increase the effectiveness of the ARVN, Self-Defense
Corps, and Civil Guard. Attempts to end infiltration from North Vietnam
came in the form of radar surveillance, larger border patrols, and assistance
to South Vietnam’s junk force. Psywar operations in both Vietnams and
Laos would seek to undermine Hanoi’s effectiveness while U.S. advisers ex-
plored the alternatives to Diem in the event of a coup. In the most vivid
instance of Kennedy’s counterinsurgency emphasis, he approved the addi-
tion of 400 Special Forces to MAAG for training the South Vietnamese in
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limited warfare. The remedy was to create a specially trained group of
commandos whose task was to stop infiltration from the north. As for U.S.
combat forces, the president again assigned this issue to further study. Ev-
ery call for their use, he realized, rested on what Sorensen termed “as-
sumptions and predictions” not subject to verification: on Laotian and
Cambodian assistance in closing the borders, on Diem’s reforming his army
and government, and on his cultivating popular support and undercutting
the Communists.!? The president’s actions supported the military dimen-
sion of counterinsurgency strategy without ignoring civic needs. His cen-
tral objective remained that of facilitating South Vietnam’s efforts to win
the war on its own.

A second Task Force meeting a few days later demonstrated that Presi-
dent Kennedy’s opposition to a military solution had not slowed the ardor
of his advisers. In a revised version of the report, Gilpatric only momen-
tarily returned to the principle of counterinsurgency by emphasizing the
necessity of interweaving the military and nonmilitary correctives in South
Vietnam. His chief interest lay in securing the U.S. soldiers needed to
tulfill the military part of the program. If required, he declared, a marine
brigade could be in South Vietnam in twelve hours and army reinforce-
ments from Hawaii shortly thereafter. He expressed concern that the four-
teen-nation conference on Laos scheduled to open in Geneva on May 15
might result in a Communist effort to impose a freeze on the number of
military forces brought into Southeast Asia.!*

"The president’s close adviser on foreign affairs, Walt Rostow, likewise
focused on the military side of counterinsurgency without supporting the
Task Force’s call for combat troops. Rostow wanted the failure of the
Geneva Accords to become known through its International Control Com-
mission, established to guarantee the sanctity of South Vietnam’s fron-
ters. Any U.S. troops sent to the troubled area must have only one function:
to promote the Counterinsurgency Plan. Gilpatric argued that the injec-
tion of U.S. soldiers would free the ARVN to fulfill its offensive role in the
counterinsurgency program. Rostow agreed and added three other justifi-
cations: Their presence would provide stepped-up training against the in-
surgency, furnish a “trip wire” warning of enemy assaults, and counter an
“anticipated major ChiCom invasion.” When asked by Lansdale how many
troops it would take to meet counterinsurgency demands, Rostow thought
that hundreds might be sufficient if inserted on a gradual basis. Such a
move “was quite a different matter from putting in U.S. combat units.”!?

Rostow’s call for troops of a noncombat nature amounted to a danger-
ous game in semantics that could lead to a full-scale military involvement.
Although instructed to avoid combat, the very presence of armed men in
uniform would constitute an upgraded military bearing that guaranteed
trouble. Would the enemy regard the rising number of U.S. troops as part
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of an advisory operation or as the initial step toward Americanizing the
war? Was not advising an army on how to improve its kill functions tanta-
mount to joining the military effort? The perception of U.S. combat in-
volvement would outweigh all disclaimers.

IT

As 1¥ GUIDED by some magnetic force, the White House discussion re-
turned to the question of U.S. combat troops. U.S. Army General Charles
Bonesteel (Secretary of the General Staff) noted that the joint chiefs had
estimated the number of U.S. fighting forces needed in Laos but not in
South Vietnam. He joined the CIA’s William Colby in expressing doubt
about whether a few hundred U.S. soldiers could close the long Laotian
border. The Task Force, Bonesteel declared with a sense of relief, had
finally raised the central issue in the assistance effort: How serious was the
United States about preventing Communist domination of South Viet-
nam? Success required “very sizeable force commitments.” If Americans
intended to stop communism, “the commitment of U.S. combat forces
would be worthwhile though a major undertaking.”!6

The push for combat troops became relentless, buttressed by the presi-
dential advisers’ lame attempts to downplay its dangerous ramifications.
Gilpatric emphasized that their immediate task was to resolve the insur-
gency problem. Bonesteel argued that the presence of U.S. marines “would
carry important symbolic value as an indication of U.S. willingness to fight.”
Colby noted the “important psychological advantages” gained from a troop
introduction. Rostow was dubious, warning that “we must be honest in
assessing the ability of U.S. military power to be effectively employed against
the Viet-Cong guerrilla effort.” Bonesteel retorted that his remedy was
“by no means solely a military effort.” And yet, the other correctives he
mentioned could result only from military measures: a favorable settle-
ment in Laos (not through neutralization) and secured borders between
Laos and South Vietnam and along the seventeenth parallel. The U.S.
success in the Greek civil war of the late 1940s, Bonesteel insisted, had
demonstrated the need to safeguard a troubled country’s frontiers. He failed,
however, to mention the exorbitant military expenditures required to crush
the Greek insurgency.!’

Not all of the president’s advisers recommended a military solution.
Rostow correctly observed that the U.S. assistance program in Greece had
profited from the vast number of loyalists to their government as well as
from Yugoslavia’s decision to close its border to the insurgents shortly
after its break with the Soviet Union. George Ball, Undersecretary of State
for Economic Affairs, warned that the presence of U.S. combat troops would
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elevate the conflict in South Vietnam into a Cold War struggle between
the Free World and the Communists.'®

Even though a battle had begun inside the Kennedy administration over
the direction of the assistance program, its passage still hinged on winning
Diem’s support for internal reforms. At the inauguration reception in Inde-
pendence Palace on April 29, Diem had taken Durbrow aside to ask whether
the White House had approved the Counterinsurgency Plan. The outgoing
ambassador told him no and, in a statement demonstrating his lack of aware-
ness of the new military thrust of the Task Force, asserted that the Saigon
government first had to take “certain minimum actions” that included the
establishment of a central intelligence organization, the assignment of
counterinsurgency operations to the military command, and the implemen-
tation of the reforms announced by Diem in early February. Diem assured
Durbrow that his ministers had the Counterinsurgency Plan under study
but warned that its enactment took time. In his continued effort to exact
reforms as a quid pro quo for assistance, Durbrow emphasized that he could
not support the planned 20,000-man increase in South Vietnam’s armed
forces until Diem met the above conditions.!’

Durbrow’s repeated calls for domestic reforms had worn on Diem’s
patience, raising questions about whether the premier would ever change.
The ambassador was skeptical that Diem’s ministers were studying the
Counterinsurgency Plan, especially since Vice President Nguyen Ngoc
Tho had told him the day before that he knew of the plan but had not seen
it. Indeed, Tho expressed doubt that any minister had seen the plan.
Durbrow suspected that Diem had shown it only to Thuan. When Durbrow
explained its contents to Tho, the vice president seemed supportive, re-
marking that Diem needed to take advantage of the popular favor that had
resulted from the government’s ability to hold elections despite the
Vietcong’s obstructionist tactics. Lansdale recommended that President
Kennedy craft a letter calling for cooperation and #ot insisting on Diem’s
“being a good boy” by accepting U.S. conditions. Such a paternalistic ap-
proach ran “exactly contrary to Asian psychology.” Nolting must not climb
into “the same trap as Ambassador Durbrow found himself in.”?

Pressure for U.S. troops had likewise increased outside the Task Force
proceedings. From the NSC staff, Robert Komer warned McGeorge Bundy
that the use of American ground forces would reassure Diem and avert
another Laos by “seal[ing] off” South Vietnam from infiltration. Admit-
tedly, the troops’ presence would violate the Geneva Accords, but so would
the increase in MAAG advisers provide the Communists with the oppor-
tunity to “raise hell” at the conference on Laos. Komer suggested that
Diem abrogate the accords before the conference opened. “After it starts,
he will get an even bigger black eye if he does.” Diem could also request
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membership in SEATO and ask for soldiers through that organization.
The United States would then have a legal basis for sending troops.?!

Komer thought the Pentagon so wrapped up in the traditional mili-
tary approach of engaging the enemy that it was bent on sending forces
“too large and unwieldy for early action.” The objective of dispatching
troops, Komer insisted, was 7ot to fight guerrillas but to reassure Diem
(and the worried Thai prime minister, Sarit Thanarat) of U.S. support in
the certain aftermath of shock resulting from the imminent neutralization
of Laos. Neither the Counterinsurgency Plan nor Vice President Johnson’s
trip could sufficiently relieve the anxious Saigon government. A neutral-
ized Laos would permit Communist involvement in its government and
open the door to a North Vietnamese invasion of the south. Only a U.S.
battalion supported by naval power, Komer argued, could restore the
region’s confidence in the United States.??

This call for U.S. troops as a demonstration of credibility rather than
for combat suggested little understanding of the implications of such a
move. Komer insisted that their purpose was not primarily to fight but to
prove a commitment to South Vietnam. And yet he did not speculate about
the chances of the Vietcong’s regarding them as a direct military chal-
lenge. Nor did he examine the consequences of an enemy attack on these
soldiers. If they did not respond decisively, would not their restraint en-
courage more aggression and thus make a mockery of U.S. power and pres-
tige? If they did respond, would an assault on an elusive, shadowy band of
insurgents retreating into the jungles have a measurable, positive impact?
Would not U.S. commanders request more men? Ironically, a battalion
was both too large and too small. It provided an easy target for the enemy
and yet it was of insufficient size to take the offensive. Indeed, the presence
of a small number of U.S. soldiers would actually invite Vietcong attacks.

Rusk attributed the White House reluctance to deploy troops more to
timing than to reasoned analysis, thereby leaving the question open to de-
bate. The National Security Council emphasized the necessity of assuring
Diem that the United States would not abandon Southeast Asia. But Rusk
warned that sending combat troops at this juncture would complicate the
Geneva Conference on Laos. If trouble developed in South Vietnam after
the conference was under way, he hastened to add, the United States could
send troops. That same day, Rusk approved a staggered increase in MAAG
by roo military personnel. No one was to discuss this increment with ei-
ther the United Kingdom or the International Control Commission. In
what had become a White House pattern, he declared that the question of
adding U.S. combat forces would undergo further study.?’

President Kennedy had meanwhile become concerned about an ap-
pearance of weakness and engaged in a risky show of force that aimed at
saving Laos from the Communists while emphasizing to the Soviets the
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need for a cease-fire. That May, when the U.S. military reserves were low
and he faced a Soviet ultimatum on Berlin, the Communists launched a
major push from the Plaine des Jarres toward the Mekong River. Should
the 10,000 marines in Okinawa land in Laos through Thailand? Congres-
sional leaders overwhelmingly opposed such a move. Kennedy recognized
the danger but readied the marines, knowing that Soviet spies would note
the action and hoping that the Kremlin would want a settlement. The
gamble paid off. Without attempting to hide their dispatch to Southeast
Asia, the administration convinced Moscow and Hanoi that it was sending
half of the marine contingent to Laos and the other half to South Vietnam.
The White House then instructed veteran diplomat W. Averell Harriman
to notify Khrushchev through Indian Prime Minister Nehru that the United
States would not abandon Laos—even if it meant military action. Harriman
emphasized that President Kennedy preferred a neutralized Laos built on
the Soviets’ halting their military assistance to the Pathet Lao. Khrushchev
considered Laotian neutrality preferable to a Chinese brand of commu-
nism, and Ho Chi Minh knew that the injection of U.S. troops would pro-
long the reunification of Vietnam. The president’s strategy worked.
Harriman secured a UN-supervised cease-fire in Laos on May 5, 1961.%*

The settlement in Laos had direct bearing on the Diem regime. Timze
magazine criticized the Laotian cease-fire as “a cold war defeat” for the
United States that could extend to South Vietnam. What had happened to
President Kennedy’s highly heralded inaugural promise to “pay any price”
in guaranteeing liberty? Laos would have “a Communist sympathizer” head-
ing the government, Communists holding governmental posts, and Com-
munist troops controlling half of the nation. The country would “quickly
go behind the Iron Curtain.” If the White House intended to save South
Vietnam, “it must be willing to get far more deeply involved—to the point
of fighting, if necessary.” Kennedy slammed down the magazine. “Sons of
bitches. If they want this job they can have it tomorrow.”?

In the meantime, General Lemnitzer attended a series of meetings in
Saigon that further convinced him of the wisdom of a military buildup. To
the Country Team, Durbrow expressed disappointment with Diem for fail-
ing to implement the three essentials of a sound counterinsurgency plan: a
single chain of command, a central intelligence network, and political and
economic reforms. Lemnitzer, however, had little sympathy for this argu-
ment. Having just inspected Laos, he complained about working on a “shoe
string” caused by the Geneva ceiling on military assistance, and he strongly
opposed the administration’s policy of stipulating conditions on military
aid to South Vietnam. The first objective, according to the joint chiefs
chair, must be to save the country; reforms could follow. An expanded
military effort was essential.?®

The air of emergency became more prominent after Lemnitzer’s two-
hour meeting with Diem. The fall of Laos, Diem warned, would open the
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door to massive infiltration or to an actual invasion of his country. He did
not want U.S. combat troops, however. Asians should fight Asians. Chinese
Nationalists offered a potential source of manpower, but only if the U.S. Air
Force and the Seventh Fleet filled the resulting vacuum in Formosa caused
by the reassignment of Chinese troops to South Vietnam. More than 2,000
Vietcong had entered South Vietnam since December, Diem reported. He
needed help in closing the long land frontiers and coastline.?’

Lemnitzer warned his joint chiefs’ colleagues that South Vietnam
threatened to take the same catastrophic path as Laos. The United States
must approve the 20,000-man increase in South Vietnam’s armed forces.
But an argument had developed over whether the United States or South
Vietnam should pay for the addition. The aid process, Lemnitzer angrily
declared, had ground “to a dead halt with critical loss of time in initiating
the long training period required.” Did the United States wish to prevent
South Vietnam from becoming another Laos and thereby avert the loss of
all Southeast Asia? Did it want to protect South Vietnam’s independence
and maintain its close alignment with the West? Lemnitzer warned that if
the administration did not stop wrangling over details, South Vietnam would
join Laos and North Vietnam in going “down the drain of Communism.”?®

Lemnitzer insisted that the key to preserving U.S. prestige in the world
was to take strong military action in South Vietnam. And yet, he com-
plained, the U.S. embassy in Saigon foolishly opposed the small but neces-
sary increases in MAAG. The Military Assistance Program aimed only at
maintaining the status quo under normal conditions and thus offered little
hope for success against the growing threat to South Vietnam’s domestic
security. The persistent quibbling over whether the United States should
assume the costs of a moderate increase in South Vietnamese forces had
endangered the entire effort against the Vietcong. “Each day lost,” the
general asserted, “can never be regained.”*’

The pressure for U.S. combat troops had become inexorable. The joint
chiefs argued that their deployment could discourage a North Vietnamese
or Chinese action, free South Vietnamese soldiers to engage in
counterguerrilla actions, help in training South Vietnam’s forces, provide
a fulcrum of support for either additional U.S. soldiers or a possible SEATO
military move in the region, and demonstrate the U.S. commitment to all
Asia. MAAG argued that American forces would deter the Communists
and raise the morale of the South Vietnamese while enhancing support for
SEATO. U.S. combat support units were also necessary, including heli-
copter and aviation companies, air force transport groups, and air-ground
control facilities. MAAG admitted that this was a “politico-military situa-
tion” but insisted that military measures were a necessary prerequisite to a
political solution. “The solution is NOT entirely military.” The remedy
included the use of political, military, psychological, economic, and socio-
logical methods “in a balanced, coordinated mix, tailored to the time in
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history and the environment of the country marked for take over.” But
“there is absolutely no substitute for adequate military force of the right
kind in being at the required time and place.”°

General McGarr remained confident that the president would use
military force. His recent visit to Washington had convinced him that the
administration was determined to halt the global decline in U.S. prestige
resulting from the recent setbacks in Cuba and Laos. President Kennedy
and now General Lemnitzer had repeatedly declared that South Vietnam
must never fall behind the “Bamboo Curtain.” The problem as they saw it,
according to McGarr’s reading of the two men, was primarily military in
nature. The White House supported a broadened advisory and training
effort by MAAG and the insertion of additional military personnel and war
goods. The recommended 100-man increase was not enough. MAAG
needed an immediate infusion of 156 military forces with 272 more to
follow over a three-month period. More could come later.’!

McGarr was wrong in his assessment of the president. Although both
Kennedy and Lemnitzer recognized the primacy of military correctives,
the president had not moved into the general’s camp. Kennedy preferred
civic action, but he was aware of Diem’s resistance to reforms, and he had
come to realize that the sense of urgency in South Vietnam required a
relaxation of these stipulations for assistance. As Lemnitzer declared, re-
forms could follow the reestablishment of domestic order. Lemnitzer, how-
ever, regarded the solution in South Vietnam as exclusively military. McGarr
listened to the two leaders and heard what he wanted to hear. In truth, the
president kept the military tactic within the context of counterinsurgency
strategy; the general regarded the military effort as the strategy itself.

The battle lines had been forged within the Kennedy administration
over the level of military escalation needed to resolve the problem in South
Vietnam. The president must have thought the matter settled when he ap-
proved the counterinsurgency program and vented every call for combat
troops with recommendations for further study. But the widely based push
for a military solution did not abate. Lemnitzer had once been the only mem-
ber of the joint chiefs to endorse a limited commitment, but he switched his
position in light of the feared loss of Laos to communism. Lemnitzer and
most of the president’s other advisers favored a military solution.

I1I

AT A May 5 press conference, President Kennedy announced that Vice
President Johnson would soon leave on a fact-finding mission to Asia. The
vice president had not wanted to go.

“Mr. President,” Johnson responded to a third entreaty, “I don’t want
to embarrass you by getting my head blown off in Saigon.”
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“Don’t worry, Lyndon,” Kennedy assured him. “If anything happens
to you, Sam Rayburn and I will give you the biggest funeral Austin, Texas,
ever saw.”?

Johnson had no choice. Four days after the press conference, the vice
president, accompanied by his wife and the president’s sister and brother-
in-law, Jean and Stephen Smith, left Washington, arriving in Saigon at
6:40 in the evening of May 11. After settling in the guest house at Inde-
pendence Palace, the party joined Ambassador Nolting for dinner at the
restaurant atop the Caravelle Hotel. During his one-day stay in Saigon,
Johnson met with Diem twice and delivered a speech before the National
Assembly that Nolting described as the “high point” of the visit.*?

The growing clamor in Washington for a military solution in South
Vietnam had underscored the importance of the vice president’s trip to
Saigon. In view of the certain neutralization of Laos, his assignment was to
restore Diem’s confidence in the U.S. commitment to Southeast Asia in
general and to South Vietnam in particular. This goal the vice president
could never achieve, despite the misleading impression afforded by his warm
welcome. Johnson purveyed the image of a simple, homespun Texas cow-
boy who could mingle comfortably with anyone on the street. “I must con-
fess I don’t know where [the] U.S. is or who is Mr. Johnson,” asserted a
sugarcane vendor after shaking hands with his American visitor; “but I know
him now. . .. I think [the] American people must be even more democratic
than he, so I am glad to be friends of [the] American people.”?*

Johnson’s mood was garrulously upbeat—too much so in light of the
deteriorating military situation in South Vietnam. His public comparison
of Diem to Winston Churchill and George Washington did not fit with
the Vietcong’s successes, the feeling of insecurity and questionable loyalty
among the populace, and the sullen defeatist demeanor that permeated the
South Vietnamese army. His several toasts to Diem as “the Franklin D.
Roosevelt of Vietnam” did not seem appropriate in that the premier’s April
1961 election victory had garnered nearly go percent of the votes only by
rigging the results. Journalist Stanley Karnow remarked that Johnson acted
as if he were “endorsing county sheriffs in a Texas election campaign”
when he plunged into the crowds, shaking hands and praising the Viet-
namese people and their leader while anxious security agents stood nearby.?’
No evidence suggested that the South Vietnamese premier ever entertained
the notion of sharing his rule with anyone other than his family. The vice
president’s transparently phony outpourings of flattery did not fool Diem
into believing that the United States sought an ally on an equal basis.

Despite Johnson’s effusive praise of Diem, there was design in his unor-
thodox diplomacy. His task was to assure the premier that the imminent
neutralization of Laos would not likewise take place in South Vietnam. Not
that the White House held high hopes for Diem. Rostow saw no alternative,
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even as he admitted to the possibility of a coup. If Diem fell, Rostow told
the president, the United States should work with the younger members
of the army. Indeed, a change in leadership might yield the military and
political reforms long desired, but, Rostow hastened to add, Americans
should do nothing to encourage a coup because of its unpredictable out-
come. Nolting must reconcile the differences between Diem and the army
by persuading him to grant his officers more field control. The central
problem, Rostow insisted, lay in Diem’s refusal to implement reforms. Flat-
tery might work. “We still have to find the technique for bringing our
great bargaining power to bear on leaders of client states to do things they
ought to do but don’t want to do.”*¢

The morning after Johnson’s arrival, he met with Diem for nearly
three hours. The meeting began on a cordial basis, but it suddenly degen-
erated into disagreements over the specifics of U.S. aid before ending on a
positive note. Johnson presented Diem with a gift—a set of American Heri-
tage books—before turning to substantive talks based on a letter from Presi-
dent Kennedy to Diem. Cooperation between the nations, the vice president
drawled through an embassy officer as interpreter, was the key to success
against the Vietcong. Diem, however, abruptly switched the direction of
the conversation to remind his visitor of long-standing requests for a 20,000-
man increase in the army and more military assistance for the Civil Guard.
Johnson quickly returned to the president’s letter by focusing on the need
for collaboration in the Counterinsurgency Program and by raising the
possibility of increasing the ARVN beyond Diem’s present request of
170,000 soldiers.’’

That evening Johnson met with Diem again, this time raising the pros-
pect of a direct U.S. military intervention. Following the evening banquet,
Johnson asked whether Diem was interested in U.S. combat troops and a
bilateral treaty with the United States. Only in the event of an invasion
from the north, the premier responded. Either step—the injection of for-
eign troops or the negotiation of a bilateral treaty—would undermine his
nationalist reputation and substantiate the Communists’ highly trumpeted
charge of his being “My-Diem,” or American Diem.

Although Johnson’s inquiry about combat troops may seem unexpected
in light of President Kennedy’s opposition to such a measure, there is a
plausible explanation. At first glance, it appears that the vice president had
either expressed his own feelings or bowed to the wishes of the state
department’s Task Force and the joint chiefs. Indeed, he had come under
pressure from MAAG’s Chief, General McGarr, who had asked for 16,000
U.S. combat troops (he would accept 10,000 if Diem rejected the larger
number), ostensibly to train South Vietnamese soldiers. And yet it would
not be out of Kennedy’s character to authorize his emissary to examine all
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options in an effort to understand the situation in both Laos and South
Vietnam. At the president’s May 5 press conference, the question had risen
about whether he intended to send U.S. combat forces to South Vietnam.
“The problem of troops,” Kennedy responded, “is a matter . . . still under
consideration.” This circular answer left the door open for the vice presi-
dent to discuss the matter with Diem.*’

Even as Johnson prepared for his Asian visit, the movement had inten-
sified in Washington for sending combat troops to South Vietnam. On
May 10, the Joint Chiefs of Staff responded enthusiastically to Gilpatric’s
recommendation that the United States deploy military forces to South
Vietmam. Without offering any thoughts on the size and makeup of the
contingent, the joint chiefs four times in a single memo urged McNamara
to approve the proposal. It would prevent South Vietnam from becoming
another Laos, furnish “a visible deterrent” to North Vietnamese and Chi-
nese Communist aggression, and, by freeing the ARVN from static de-
fense duties, allow its “fuller commitment to counterinsurgency actions.”
In a recommendation not justified by any provision in the SEATO char-
ter, the joint chiefs wanted Diem to ask the United States to “fulfill its
SEATO obligation” by assigning soldiers to South Vietnam.*

The president remained skeptical about the use of combat troops. At
an NSC meeting the next day, he reviewed the Task Force’s Program of
Action in South Vietnam and made a number of decisions that reaffirmed
his opposition. After approving the “mutually supporting” military, politi-
cal, economic, psychological, and covert actions, he again pushed aside the
question of combat troops by instructing the defense department to exam-
ine the “diplomatic setting” in which such a move would take place and to
conduct a thorough analysis of the size and composition of the forces re-
quired. While Vice President Johnson was making every effort to raise
Diem’s confidence in the United States, the administration was open to
negotiations with other Asian leaders aimed at improving South Vietnam’s
relationship with neighboring countries. In the words of the Pentagon Pa-
pers, Kennedy had made no military commitments, issuing “a near-mini-
mal response which avoided any real deepening of our stake in Vietnam.”#!

Ironically, Kennedy’s nightmarish experience in Cuba had made it easier
to oppose the joint chiefs’ call for combat troops. No longer did he feel
bound by their recommendations simply because they were the experts.
Had not these same experts counseled approval of the Bay of Pigs opera-
tion? And yet he knew that the perceived failure to save Laos had strength-
ened the call for combat troops in South Vietnam. What made the military
proposal especially difficult to counter was the circuitous route it took in
both the defense and state departments. Gilpatric had strayed from broadly
conceived counterinsurgency tactics by leaning heavily on military mea-
sures. He had secured the joint chiefs” approval of a heightened military
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involvement that rested on a questionable reading of the U.S. obligations
under SEATO. No one asked how that pact’s provision for consultation had
become transformed into an assurance of combat troops. Rusk, too, had left
the door open for a military solution when he admitted that a further decline
in South Vietnam’s situation might necessitate ground forces.

Without promising troops to Diem, the president intended to demon-
strate his commitment to the region. Since early May, American newspa-
pers had reported the administration’s ongoing consideration of sending
troops, and Diem could not have been surprised that Johnson raised the
subject. Indeed, had the vice president avoided the issue, Diem would have
suspected a lack of commitment by the administration. On May 20, before
Johnson’s return, the widely read Saturday Evening Post carried an article
that had come at the president’s private instigation. Entitled “The Report
the President Wanted Published,” it was the essence of Lansdale’s January
1961 report on Vietnam under the byline of an American officer “whose
name, for professional reasons, cannot be used.” Kennedy had told
McGeorge Bundy that Lansdale’s account of Vietcong activities would make
“an excellent article for something like The Saturday Evening Post,” and the
state and defense departments found someone to write it without identify-
ing Lansdale.” The article emphasized counterinsurgency and continued
support to Diem, 7ot combat troops.

Kennedy had surely expected the troop question to arise in the vice
presidential visit, but he felt confident that Diem would oppose the idea
for exactly the reasons he gave—to avoid the appearance of being an Ameri-
can puppet. Diem did not want U.S. combat forces. Had he ever asked for
them? Had he not balked at any sort of bilateral arrangement that might
turn over the war to the Americans and destroy his image of independence?
Diem’s predicted response, the president realized, could undermine the
argument among his White House advisers for combat forces. Risky think-
ing if so, but had Diem replied in the affirmative, Kennedy could have
followed his familiar pattern of relegating the matter to further study.

President Kennedy’s emphasis on a balanced civil and military approach
seemed to have triumphed when Diem promised support for a
counterinsurgency effort based on “parallel political and economic action
of equal importance with military measures.” Diem agreed to an increase
in MAAG personnel; to MAAG’s supporting and advising the Self-De-
tense Corps; to military assistance for all 68,000 members of the Civil Guard;
to an expanded junk force aimed at halting Vietcong infiltration by water;
to an immediate joint study of border control efforts and renewed talks
with Cambodia over the matter; to assistance to South Vietnamese armed
forces in village health, welfare, and public works programs; and to the use
of foreign non-American specialists in counterguerrilla warfare who would
operate under Saigon’s control. Diem then gave Johnson a memorandum
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seeking more military assistance. They closed their meeting with an agree-
ment to issue a joint communiqué summarizing their talks.*

The Johnson party flew out of Saigon early the following day of May
13, bound for Manila and a whirlwind round of stopovers in the Philip-
pines, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Thailand, India, and Pakistan, before heading
home on May 24.*

Soon after returning to the United States, Vice President Johnson sub-
mitted his report on the mission. In language that state department analyst
Alexis Johnson thought stronger than the White House considered “wise
at that time,” the vice president termed the Diem regime salvageable and
urged the administration to save it. The ongoing Geneva Conference on
Laos, Johnson continued, seemed destined to neutralize that country, casting
a pall over South Vietnam and other neighboring states by raising ques-
tions about the U.S. determination to resist communism. The region’s
leaders wished to remain friends of the United States, Johnson declared,
but the expected outcome in Laos had made these nations “hypersensitive
to the possibility of American hypocrisy toward Asia.” The neutralization
of Laos would cause a “deep—and long lasting—impact” of “doubt and
concern” about the U.S. commitment to Southeast Asia. Diem and others
conceded that the United States sought to make “the best of a bad bargain”
on Laos, but they remained deeply troubled over the ramifications of a
neighboring coalition government that included Communists. The ap-
proaching summit talks in Vienna between Kennedy and Khrushchev had
led Asians to fear that the U.S. focus was on the West and not Asia. Lead-
ers of Southeast Asia wanted actions to follow words. “We didn’t buy time,”
Johnson asserted; “we were given it.”#

The vice president insisted that the situation in South Vietham was
less critical than that reported by “journalistic sensationalism,” but he also
warned that these conditions could worsen. The U.S. mission in Saigon
had become obsessed with security concerns. Admittedly, terrorists roamed
the jungles and rice paddies, “significant numbers” of government officials
had been assassinated, and Saigon was a hotbed of “anti-government, non-
communist plotting.” But Johnson saw no need for panic. A coup attempt
was unlikely. The real danger was a progressive loss of Diem’s control over
his people that stemmed from either the Vietcong’s successes in forcefully
recruiting the South Vietnamese or the Saigon government’s failure to
satisfy their social, political, and economic needs.*

The United States, Johnson warned, “must decide whether to support
Diem—or let Vietnam fall.” South Vietnam needed an additional $50 mil-
lion of military and economic aid. Diem had agreed to Kennedy’s pro-
posed joint economic mission, and Johnson recommended its immediate
implementation. A continued deterioration in governmental control would
reduce the Diem regime to a “glittering facade” held up only by “a modern
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military establishment and an oriental bureaucracy both maintained for
the indefinite future primarily by the United States Treasury.” Under those
circumstances, the Communists would triumph because of the lack of prom-
ising leaders among the non-Communist opposition. A government re-
sponsive to popular needs could not come from “men in white linen suits
whose contact with the ordinary people is largely through the rolled-up
windows of a Mercedes-Benz.”¥

If the United States failed to provide Diem with the necessary guid-
ance and assistance for defeating the Vietcong, Johnson warned, it might
have to send combat troops. The regime lacked the “self-dedication and
self-sacrifice” needed to inspire popular confidence. Indeed, “there are dis-
turbing suggestions that the government not only fears the Viet Cong cad-
res and terrorists but its own people as well.” Diem’s followers had squelched
all resistance to the regime, but in doing so they had alienated local gov-
ernment officials who were not sympathetic to the Vietcong. “Ultimately,
perhaps even our direct military involvement may be required to hold the
situation.”*®

Johnson emphasized, however, that Diem wanted additional economic
and military assistance, not U.S. combat troops. His people had recently
emerged from colonial rule and, except in the unlikely event of a North
Vietnamese attack, vehemently rejected “the return this soon of Western
troops.” The United States might gain South Vietnamese support if it
sought contributory economic and military assistance from other coun-
tries and thereby removed the colonial stain. The vice president therefore
recommended a three-year program of expanded military and economic
aid. In a warning laden with bitter irony in light of his own White House
experience a few years later, Johnson declared that before the United States
considered sending combat troops, “we had better be sure we are prepared
to become bogged down chasing irregulars and guerrillas over the rice
fields and jungles of Southeast Asia while our principal enemies China and
the Soviet Union stand outside the fray and husband their strength.”*

The heightened aid commitment, Johnson admitted, would thrust the
United States deeper into South Vietnam’s domestic affairs. Americans
involved in military assistance must nonetheless work more in the jungles
and less in the cities. Those dispensing economic aid must abandon the
safety of Saigon to establish closer contact with the people in the outlying
areas. Only in this manner could U.S. assistance win the allegiance of the
Vietnamese people and culminate in victory over the Communist insur-
gents. U.S. casualties would occur, but they would be fewer than would
result from direct combat with the Vietcong.’*

Americans must remain sensitive to the Diem regime’s feelings even
while insisting on the assistance plan. Those in the mission must quietly
persuade Saigon’s officials from the president down to associate with the
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people and deal with their grievances. “Handshakes on the streets of Viet-
namese leaders and people is the concept that has got to be pursued. And
shirt-sleeves must be the hallmark of Americans.” If this happened, the
educated groups in South Vietnam might be willing to serve the govern-
ment, thereby providing new leadership should Diem fall from power.’!

SEATO was not the answer, Johnson insisted. Neither France nor Brit-
ain supported decisive action. Besides, Asians distrusted both European na-
tions as former colonial powers interested only in regaining their predominant
positions. If the Geneva Conference failed to safeguard Laos, SEATO would
no longer be meaningful. At that point, the United States must develop a
new collective security approach based on allying all free nations in the Pa-
cific and Asia and emphasizing social and economic reforms.*?

Johnson placed South Vietnam’s problems within the Cold War con-
text by darkly warning thatif the United States did not stop communism in
Southeast Asia, it must surrender the Pacific and establish defenses on
America’s home shores. Without Southeast Asia to hold back Communist
expansion, “the island outposts—Philippines, Japan, Taiwan—have no se-
curity and the vast Pacific becomes a Red Sea.” South Vietnam and Thai-
land were “critical to the U.S.” in terms of credibility and defense. The
United States must either help them “or throw in the towel in the area and
pull back our defenses to San Francisco and a ‘Fortress America’ concept.”?

Johnson concluded with a declaration that the United States must de-
cide whether to act now or give up the attempt to stop Communist expan-
sion in Southeast Asia. Such a program entailed heavy expenditures in
money, effort, and prestige. The White House must also consider the pos-
sibility that “at some point we may be faced with the further decision of
whether we commit major United States forces to the area or cut our losses
and withdraw should our other efforts fail.” In ringing words, he proclaimed,
“We must remain master of this decision.”**

For the most part, congressional members approved Johnson’s asser-
tions, but, in a change of heart that shoved the Korean experience out of
mind, some of the more outspoken legislators leaned toward sending in
U.S. combat troops. The vice president had earlier received a note of warn-
ing from the newest addition to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee,
Democrat Thomas Dodd of Connecticut, who had recently toured the
Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, Laos, and Taiwan. U.S. prestige in Asia
had plummeted as a result of the Cuban affair, he concluded. Were not the
Communist Chinese calling the United States a “paper tiger”? Now, in
Congress, the strongly anti-Communist senator theatrically expressed his
colleagues’ concern that “the drama which may toll the death knell for the
United States and for Western civilization is now being played out in south-
east Asia.” The area’s people were experiencing a “crisis of confidence” in
America, which necessitated a sharp increase in aid. Counterguerrilla forces
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must cross the seventeenth parallel into North Vietnam “to equip and sup-
ply those patriots already in the field; to make every Communist official
fear the just retribution of an outraged human-communications center,
and [to consider each] transportation facility a target for sabotage; to pro-
vide a rallying point for the great masses of oppressed people who hate
Communism because they have known it.” Indeed, the United States should
“carry the offensive to North Vietnam, and wherever else it may be neces-
sary.” First-year Republican Representative Paul Findley of Illinois de-
nounced the vice president’s opposition to military escalation. “U.S. combat
forces are the most effective deterrent to aggression, and we should pub-
licly offer such forces to South Vietnam without delay.” Such an early com-
mitment would ward off a Communist attack.’’

Kenneth Young, who had accompanied Johnson and would soon be-
come ambassador to Thailand, praised the trip while reiterating the warn-
ing against combat troops. The vice president and his wife “came, saw, and
won over.” Johnson had met with key people in all four capitals and brought
a human aspect to America’s interests in the region while establishing a
warm personal relationship with Diem and other leaders. “Diem showed
no appetite for American combat troops mixing among the South Viet-
namese people.” In the absence of “large scale hostilities or infiltration,”
the White House should exercise extreme care toward this “sensitive in-
ternal issue.” South Vietnam’s interest in economic progress and social
justice was so much in harmony with the objectives advanced by the vice
president that Diem and his cohort took on the image of “new frontiers-
men.” A taxi driver in Bangkok best summed up the impact of the visit:
“Your Vice President he good man. He talk people.”¢

Despite Young’s overly optimistic tone, his assessment was important
in emphasizing the region’s opposition to U.S. combat troops. Not sur-
prisingly, the vice president received a royal welcome from Southeast Asian
allies deeply concerned about the coming neutralization of Laos. Predict-
ably, they expressed their intention to institute social, political, and eco-
nomic changes long advocated by the United States. On the surface it
appeared that the Johnson mission had restored Southeast Asia’s confi-
dence in the United States. But this feeling, even if accurate, had not trans-
lated into a desire for direct U.S. military involvement in South Vietnam.
These people sought security without incurring outside obligations detri-
mental to their independence. Diem and other leaders in Asia requested
more military and economic assistance—nor U.S. fighting forces.

Diem opPOSED a bilateral treaty for the same reason he resisted combat
troops: Both measures invited a formal U.S. military involvement in South
Vietnamese affairs that would provide Hanoi with more propaganda to use
against his collaboration with U.S. imperialists. Indeed, a bilateral treaty
would most likely authorize U.S. troops in the event of an emergency.
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Diem’s lack of interest in joining SEATO provided additional insight into
his opposition to a bilateral treaty: South Vietnam already reaped SEATO’s
benefits without incurring any cost. Diem understood that the United States
was the real source of power in the regional pact and that if North Vietnam
invaded the south, the United States, with or without SEATO assistance,
would intervene on his behalf.

Johnson’s shower of praise on Diem had hardened instead of softened
his opposition to change. Why should the premier buckle under when the
Americans exalted his leadership as vital to the world’s freedom? Nhu as-
sured his brother that the United States would never abandon its aid effort
and insisted that they did not have to make reforms.’” Diem wanted more
assistance—but with no strings attached.

Diem’s claims to independence had a hollow ring in light of America’s
deepening involvement in his affairs. Nolting had opposed a bilateral treaty,
but he strongly supported the Kennedy administration’s decision to disre-
gard the Geneva Accords in raising the U.S. military ceiling in South Viet-
nam and to cite North Vietnamese infractions as the basis for doing so.
Convinced of the rightness of the U.S. position, Rusk reversed previous
policy and informed the British, French, and Canadians that the United
States intended to dispatch 1oo additional MAAG forces as the first of
several increases in response to Hanoi’s infiltration of the south. Interna-
tional law, he argued, authorized noncompliance with a treaty when one of
the parties to the agreement broke its provisions. Article 24 of the Geneva
Accords made clear that the armed forces of each party “shall commit no
act and undertake no operation against the other party.” In a transparent
effort to conceal America’s growing involvement in South Vietnam, Diem
recommended securing acceptance by the International Control Commis-
sion of an additional 1,000 new MAAG personnel for training his army
units. He then approved more U.S. military personnel for training the Civil
Guard and Self-Defense Corps but stipulated that the soldiers conceal their
military status by wearing civilian clothes. Nolting did not believe that the
International Control Commission would condone these military increases
or that the discarding of uniforms would fool anyone.’8

Diem’s concern was personal as well as professional. Could he trust the
United States? Had it not abandoned Laos by supporting neutralization? To
grant military power to those not under his direct control could place the
sword in the hands of his enemies. He had survived several assaults on his
rule. In 1955 his regime had barely succeeded in putting down a widespread
sect crisis. Two years afterward, an assassin missed from five paces and then
his automatic pistol jammed before he could fire again. And in 1960, dis-
gruntled generals led a coup that narrowly failed. Would the United States
be next in seeking his overthrow? As the Pentagon Papers later observed, an
expanded U.S. military presence in South Vietnam provided a greater ca-
pacity for “American ability and temptation to encourage a coup.”’
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[Counterinsurgency offered the best chance at winning] the
hearts and minds of the people.

USAF Major General Bela K. Kiraly,
Summer (?), 1961

[The presence of U.S. troops would arouse] race-hatred,
hatred of the white man in general, originally of the French,
now converted by clever Communist tactics into a hatred of
Americans.

Theodore H. White,
October 11, 1961

The initial responsibility for the effective maintenance of the
independence of South Vietnam rests with the people and
government of that country.

President John F. Kennedy,
October 11, 1961

HE CoLp WaRr intensified during the spring of 1961, raising South

Vietnam’s importance in the Kennedy administration’s delib-

erations. In early June, the president’s tense two-day summit
meeting with Khrushchev in Vienna culminated in the premier’s warning
that if the United States did not leave Berlin by the end of the year, the
Soviet Union would sign a separate peace with East Germany, forcing the
West to negotiate with the East Germans for continued access to West
Berlin. “If the West tries to interfere,” Khrushchev assured Kennedy, “there
will be war.” The president did not shrink from the challenge. “Mr. Chair-
man,” came the sharp response, “there will be war. It is going to be a very
cold winter.”!

Kennedy, according to James Reston of the New York Timzes, had been
“shaken and angry” by the way Khrushchev “had bullied and browbeaten”
him. In an interview in the U.S. embassy after the conference, the presi-
dent expressed his feelings. “I think I know why he treated me like this. He
thinks because of the Bay of Pigs that I'm inexperienced. Probably thinks
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I’'m stupid. Maybe more important he thinks that I had no guts.” The White
House must demonstrate to the Soviets that it would defend the national
interest. “I'll have to increase the defense budget. And we have to confront
them. The only place we can do that is in Vietnam. We have to send more
people there.”?

South Vietnam’s importance had notched upward within the height-
ening Cold War. That same month, the fourteen nations gathered in
Geneva issued a declaration on the neutrality of Laos that would terminate
its use as a “corridor to South Vietnam,” and they called for the withdrawal
of all foreign soldiers, except the French, under supervision of the Interna-
tional Control Commission and with the Geneva cochairs supervising com-
pliance. But beneath these cosmetic changes in Laos were the realities of a
CIA-sponsored “secret war” in which 9,000 Hmong tribesmen had received
arms to carry out paramilitary measures intended to halt further infiltra-
tion into South Vietnam. The White House now prepared to conduct the
same type of clandestine warfare in South Vietnam.?

THE PRESIDENT’S ATTEMPT to control the military aspects of his
administration’s counterinsurgency program in South Vietnam suffered a
severe blow when an economic mission to Saigon took a military turn. As
part of the agreements resulting from the Johnson visit, President Kennedy
sent to Saigon a six-member “Special Financial Group,” comprised prima-
rily of government employees but headed by Eugene Staley, a private econo-
mist and head of the Stanford Research Institute, whose task was to develop
an economic plan for South Vietnam. Just before the team’s departure in
mid-June, however, Diem requested financial support for another increase
in South Vietnam’s armed forces—this time from 170,000 to 270,000—
and the result was a series of exchanges between the governments that
monopolized the business of the Staley mission and led it to focus on mili-
tary issues. In Washington, President Kennedy told South Vietnam’s sec-
retary of state, Nguyen Dinh Thuan, that Diem’s requested “increase should
be done quietly without publicly indicating that we did not intend to abide
by the Geneva Accords.”

The Staley Group thus became a virtual conduit for sending military
information back and forth between Saigon and Washington on whether
or not to raise South Vietnam’s troop level. Drawing on information pro-
vided by the U.S. military, the economic advisers strayed beyond their
original mandate to furnish military advice as the basis of this “Joint Action
Program.” If the insurgency maintained its present intensity, the Staley
Group reported, Diem should receive an additional 30,000 men to the
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170,000 already in uniform. But if the insurgency intensified, Diem must
have 270,000 men, with the United States providing support up to the
200,000 level. Furthermore, the economic team urged the White House
to underwrite the recently approved 20,000-man increase in South
Vietnam’s armed forces, and it supported Diem’s call for a hundred more
agrovilles as integral to counterinsurgency warfare. The Staley Group
agreed with the U.S. military in arguing that security was the vital prereq-
uisite to a successful economic and social program.’

The question of raising South Vietnam’s military force level had devel-
oped in accordance with the demands of the escalating Cold War and led
Rostow to believe that the Communists were stepping up the insurgency in
South Vietnam in harmony with the growing tensions in Berlin. Agreement
came from Sterling Cottrell, a member of the state department’s Task Force
on Vietnam, who insisted that the call for a larger South Vietnamese armed
force suggested the need for a firsthand inspection by General Maxwell Taylor
in his capacity as the president’s military representative. Rostow warned
Deputy Undersecretary of State Alexis Johnson that “we were in a brief in-
terval before great heat might be put on us in Viet Nam.” It would not be
surprising if the Vietnam issue “should come to a head at the time of the
Berlin crisis.”®

Rostow viewed all these problems within the global context of the Cold
War and advocated a stronger initiative against what he perceived as the
external source of trouble plaguing South Vietnam. Conventional forces
were not sufficient to counter Khrushchev’s covert tactics in Southeast Asia,
Rostow warned the president. “We must be prepared to increase the risk
of war on his side of the line as well as facing it on ours.” U.S. protection of
South Vietnam did not entail merely countering a guerrilla war below the
seventeenth parallel but also putting Moscow, Beijing, Hanoi, and other
world leaders “on notice that an expansion of the attack on Diem may lead
to direct retaliation in Vietminh territory.””

Speaking before the June 1961 graduation ceremonies of the Special
Warfare School at Fort Bragg, Rostow argued that guerrilla warfare posed
the central threat to underdeveloped nations such as South Vietnam. In a
speech read beforehand by Lansdale and given to the president, Rostow
emphasized that the internal parties alone must fight a guerrilla war. Such
a conflict was “an intimate affair, fought not merely with weapons but fought
in the minds of the men who live in the villages and in the hills; fought by
the spirit and policy of those who run the local government.” Hanoi’s op-
eration against Saigon was an act of aggression, just as North Korea’s at-
tack on South Korea was in June 1950. Outsiders cannot by themselves
win such a war, but they can foster conditions that determine its outcome.?

Rostow argued that the chief remedy to this threat was a counter-
insurgency program that struck a balance between military and nonmili-
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tary correctives. “A guerrilla war mounted from outside a transitional na-
tion” was “a crude act of international vandalism.” The Communists relied
on “a systematic program of assassination” aimed at undermining personal
security. Not only must the legitimate government guarantee safety through
a strong military establishment, but it must also introduce civic action pro-
grams aimed at developing secure villages.’

As part of the counterinsurgency effort, Rostow noted a few days later,
the South Vietnamese government must stop Vietcong infiltration. To
Chalmers Wood, deputy director of the Vietnam Task Force, Rostow ob-
served that the ARVN’s sweeping operations presently under way in Vinh
Binh province seemed effective in driving out Vietcong forces, but what
would prevent their return after the troops left> Wood noted that in Ma-
laya the British had used “framing operations” to isolate, encircle, and de-
stroy the guerrillas. Rostow’s eyes brightened as Wood suggested that such
tactics begin in Saigon and move northwest to the Cambodian border and
then along the border in a northeastern and southwestern direction until
the Vietcong forces retreated to the frontier and had the choice of leaving
the country or facing certain death. At that point, Rostow jumped to his
feet and exclaimed, “This is the first time I have heard a practical sugges-
tion as to how we should carry out our operations in Viet-Nam.” The Task
Force should contact Saigon about developing a plan for pushing the
Vietcong out of the country.!”

The attempt to stop outside interference in the war necessitated con-
certed actions in both North and South Vietnam. The White House must
prepare for three levels of reaction, Rostow insisted: a major increase in
the number of Americans sent to South Vietnam for training and support
duties; a counterguerrilla program in the north, perhaps supported by U.S.
air and naval forces and aimed at inflicting the same degree of damage
there as the North Vietnamese had caused in the south; and, in the event
of a military invasion from the north, a limited military action above the
demilitarized zone (DMZ) that included seizure of the port of Haiphong.
The purpose of presenting the aggression in South Vietnam as an interna-
tional issue, Rostow told Rusk, was “to free our hands and our consciences
for whatever we have to do.” The threat of U.S. military action against
North Vietnam would provide leverage in negotiations over Southeast Asia.
“I would assume that a posture aimed more directly against North Viet-
Nam is more likely to be diplomatically persuasive.”!!

Rostow’s stance remained primarily consistent with that of the
president’s in calling for a counterinsurgency program that emphasized
both military and nonmilitary remedies. Like Kennedy, Rostow recognized
the immediacy of the military threat and sought to meet it with unconven-
tional measures intended to provide the security requisite to social, politi-
cal, and economic reforms. Unlike Kennedy, however, Rostow seemed more
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willing to challenge North Vietnam. Still, neither man advocated direct
U.S. combat against the Vietcong. The military solution, as promoted by
the joint chiefs and others, had not won White House support. Through
continued aid and advice, the Kennedy administration sought to cultivate
conditions unfavorable to the Vietcong. Only then could the South Viet-
namese win a war that was theirs alone to fight.

Toward that end, the White House reversed its earlier position, per-
haps because of the Staley Group’s prodding, and funded the 20,000-man
addition to South Vietnam’s armed forces. At first the U.S. government
agreed to commit only some of the resources, and even that concession
rested on the stipulations that Saigon furnish the balance of the cost and
mobilize without delay. But this arrangement proved unsatisfactory. South
Vietnam had no financial resources, Thuan assured Nolting. The ambas-
sador was convinced. On the basis of his strong recommendation, the White
House agreed to absorb all the expense by releasing the last $4.5 million
remaining in the fiscal year 1961 budget. Rusk expressed concern that un-
conditional approval of this expanded military aid would suggest a waning
interest in Washington for economic reforms in South Vietnam. But he
relented because of his greater fear that refusal to assume this cost would
undermine South Vietnam’s confidence in the United States.!?

On June 14, President Kennedy met with Thuan to discuss a letter
from Diem that sought U.S. compliance with the communiqué he had
worked out with Vice President Johnson calling for increased American
aid. Among Diem’s requests was an increase in South Vietnam’s armed
forces from the 170,000 just approved in May to 270,000 regulars over the
next three and a half years. Such a massive growth, of course, necessitated
a corresponding expansion of MAAG, a move that General McGarr had
already advocated. In Diem’s words, the additional soldiers would “serve
the dual purpose of providing an expression of the United States’ determi-
nation to halt the tide of communist aggression and of preparing our forces
in the minimum of time.” When Kennedy inquired about the feasibility of
sending guerrillas into North Vietnam, Thuan responded, “A few highly
trained troops were available but. . . if Viet-Nam were to risk these men in
an attempt to stir up unrest in North Viet-Nam, the United States should
be prepared to make a major effort to give them the full support needed to
carry out such an action to a successful conclusion.”!3

The president’s approval of covert actions in North Vietnam greatly
enhanced the role of the CIA. The Washington office instructed its station
chief in Saigon, William Colby, to take over the program. “We pressed
ahead,” Colby later recalled. “Flights left Danang in the dusk headed north
with Vietnamese trained and equipped to land in isolated areas, make cau-
tious contact with their former home villages and begin building networks
there. Boats went up the coast to land others on the beaches, and we started
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leaflet drops and radio programs designed to raise questions in North Viet-
namese homes about their sons being sent to South Vietnam to fight and
about the vices of Communist rule.”!*

President Kennedy had approved an escalated assistance and advisory
program that did not include combat troops but whose military direction
and shift northward soon unsettled many observer nations, including neu-
tralist India and the Soviet Union. Although assured that the United States
had no plans for taking over the war in South Vietnam, India had reports
from Laos that U.S. officers had accompanied its local forces to the front
and feared that they might do the same with the ARVN in South Vietnam.
Furthermore, Rostow had recently complained to an Indian official that
the Communists were systematically assassinating potential leaders of South
Vietnam and hinted at strong U.S. counteractions aimed at the problem’s
source in Hanoi. Indeed, some press reports suggested that the White House
was considering attacks on North Vietnam. Such developments, India
warned, would provide the Communist Chinese with an excuse to inter-
vene in South Vietnam and cause another Korea. The Soviet embassy in
Washington joined India in voicing concern abouta U.S. assault on North
Vietnam.!

Violence in South Vietnam meanwhile continued to spread. In the
mid-afternoon of July 8, two men on a motor bicycle threw a grenade that
bounced off Nolting’s car without exploding. The assailants escaped, and
the ambassador at first urged Washington to give the incident “no special
notice.” After instructing his staff to exercise more care in its daily activi-
ties, Nolting assured Washington that the attack “was not part of a cam-
paign of terror directed against Americans but was more probably an isolated
incident instigated by overzealous but unskilled Viet Cong cadres.” He
later became convinced, however, that the act had been part of a Vietcong
“scare campaign” intended to undermine U.S. influence in the country.!®

In mid-July the South Vietnamese and American Special Financial
Groups officially recommended approval of the “Joint Action Program” based
on the principles of counterinsurgency. The only way to defeat this Com-
munist threat was for the United States to support a full-scale mobilization
of South Vietnam’s social, economic, political, military, and psychological
forces. The prime short-range objective was to restore domestic security in
the south as a prerequisite to long-range nonmilitary reforms. The solution
necessitated massive social and economic changes, particularly in the coun-
tryside, and all closely intertwined with the military effort.”

The military approach nonetheless maintained priority, as demon-
strated by Taylor’s recommendations to the president. The Joint Chiefs of
Staft, he declared, must develop an overall plan for Southeast Asia that
secured enough of the Mekong Valley and Laotian panhandle to halt in-
filtration while preventing a conventional assault on South Vietnam (and
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Thailand) that would originate from northern Laos and North Vietnam.
Air attacks along with a guerrilla offensive against these latter two areas
might prove essential. The United States must also prepare for a possible
naval assault on North Vietnam.!®

Predictably, the combatissue rose again when Taylor warned the presi-
dent that the above objectives might require direct U.S. military assistance.
Securing the Mekong Valley and launching an air and land offensive from
the Laotian panhandle demanded optimal use of South Vietnamese, Lao-
tian, and Thai ground forces. The United States should provide logistical
support only. But if these indigenous forces proved insufficient, the joint
chiefs must determine the number of U.S. combat troops needed. Hope-
fully, these Americans would be limited to air forces, ground troops to
protect U.S. air and supply depots, and Special Forces to train the South
Vietnamese in counterguerrilla warfare. By implication, however, Ameri-
cans might have to engage in combat.!’

The drive for a greater U.S. military participation in the war contin-
ued on another front as well. Assistant Secretary of Defense William Bundy
asked the joint chiefs to consider retaliatory measures against Hanoi that
included a naval blockade and air patrols above the seventeenth parallel. In
accordance with the Task Force’s suggestion, Bundy asked for the joint
chiefs’ views on the establishment of U.S.-South Vietnamese coastal pa-
trols from Cambodia’s border to the mouth of the Mekong River. Such
steps “would supplement those actions recently approved by the Presi-
dent” and were justifiable in light of Hanoi’s aggressions. All air and naval
operations against North Vietnam would be “our equivalent of the guer-
rilla operations which the Viet Minh are conducting in South Viet Nam.”?

The Kennedy administration also authorized research into new psywar
methods that were peculiarly suited for counterguerrilla warfare. Among the
innovations introduced to the ARVN were a lightweight and highly maneu-
verable power glider capable of aerial reconnaissance for lengthy periods on
a single tank of gasoline (“an airborne Volkswagen,” according to the min-
utes of the meeting); a paddlewheel boat run by a steam engine burning cane
alcohol and capable of moving in just three inches of water while carrying up
to thirty men; an armolite rifle, which was a high-propellant, 22-caliber
weapon light enough for the smaller South Vietnamese Rangers to use; dogs
to facilitate South Vietnamese night patrols; a silent alarm system that any
villager could activate to warn the ARVN as much as twenty-five miles away;
and a defoliant capable of destroying all vegetation in border infiltration
areas over a three-year period.’!

Robert Komer from the National Security Council staff argued for a
greater military escalation. He called for a massive increase in military as-
sistance to guarantee victory before the growing crisis in Berlin became
hot by the end of the year. Such strong action would demonstrate to the
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Soviets and Chinese that the United States meant to hold the line against
communism. To reassure America’s allies in Asia, Komer recommended
that the president show “moxie” by taking off “all wraps” on the counter-
guerrilla war. “We would regard this as a wartime situation in which the sky’s
the limit [emphasis in original].” The United States had little to lose if the
new military initiative failed. “Are we any worse off than before? Our pres-
tige may have become a little more heavily engaged but what else?” The
failure to save Laos and a probable confrontation over Berlin made it in-
cumbent on the United States to safeguard South Vietnam.??

Komer’s argument, like that of others before him, lacked sound rea-
soning. Inexplicably, he saw no danger in an unrestricted U.S. military
involvement that placed the nation’s prestige on the line. Even if he had
not advocated direct American combat, he knew that the presence of uni-
formed personnel could draw enemy fire and that a return volley would
erase the thin line between defensive and offensive action. Any damage to
U.S. credibility could broaden the commitment and lead to the use of com-
bat troops. Combined with the widely perceived defeat in Laos, anything
less than a full-scale victory in South Vietnam would undermine U.S. pres-
tige in the Cold War.

Taylor and Rostow nonetheless assured President Kennedy of the need
for a comprehensive military plan for all Southeast Asia, and, with the sup-
port of the Southeast Asia Task Force, they insisted that it include military
action against North Vietnam. Rostow’s steady conversion to military pri-
orities had become complete. The most effective way to halt infiltration
through the Laotian panhandle, he agreed with Taylor, was to establish a
military base below Laos. Covert action, according to the Task Force, was
crucial to relieving North Vietnam’s pressure on the south; if unsuccessful,
the United States must quietly warn Hanoi of “direct retaliatory action.”
Taylor and Rostow concurred. The United States could find a “conve-
nient political pretext” for attacking Hanoi while preparing for a Chinese
Communist involvement. The Task Force bluntly declared that U.S. forces
should strike Hanoi, with or without SEATO’s approval.?}

In a late July White House meeting, the president found himself in the
uncomfortable position of having to resist this mounting pressure for stron-
ger military action in both Laos and North Vietnam. Robert Johnson from
the National Security Council staff supported an approach already under
consideration: a combined military force of Laotian, Thai, South Vietnam-
ese, and U.S. soldiers that would occupy southern Laos and close the bor-
der. The proposal also included an air and naval assault on Hanoi or Haiphong
if Vietcong infiltration picked up dramatically. Harriman strongly opposed a
U.S. troop commitment, and he did not favor Rostow’s call to “bomb Hanoi.”
Indeed, Kennedy privately dubbed Rostow the “Air Marshal” because of his
zeal for bombing. The president’s probing questions, however, revealed that
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no one had made a detailed logistical study of such a far-reaching plan.
Nor was anyone clear about the specific steps involved in any operation in
southern Laos, the impact that an attack on Hanoi or Haiphong would
have on North Vietnam, or the chances of the allies’ holding on to any
areas taken.’*

The president emphasized the importance of securing accurate assess-
ments before making such grave decisions. Equally optimistic estimates
about Laos, he pointed out, had proved incorrect. The military proposal
before him seemed impractical because Laotian airfields were run-down
and the overall situation there had deteriorated so badly. The American
people, numerous military leaders, and the British and French governments
opposed a U.S. troop involvement. Johnson countered that the United
States must develop a broad plan and attract outside support by making a
public commitment that affirmed its readiness to intervene. Kennedy re-
minded his advisers of General Charles de Gaulle’s recent warning that
the French had pursued the same logic and lost the war.?’

Kennedy’s wariness had struck at the heart of military strategy. Sup-
porters of expanded military action had no satisfactory response. They called
for a sweeping plan (without specifying the practical steps necessary for
success), emphasized the importance of securing help from allies (without
explaining how to convert the British and French to intervention), advo-
cated a public pledge of support to Saigon (without noting how such a
threat would cause Hanoi to terminate its help to the Vietcong, particu-
larly when the United States was assisting Saigon), and relied on two Lao-
tian air fields for bringing in heavy equipment (without a prior examination
of their conditions). The air fields turned out to be of limited utility.?®

President Kennedy refused to approve a military expedition into Laos
and chose instead to focus on South Vietnam by accepting the Staley
Group’s recommendations and by sending a special mission to analyze the
military situation. In agreeing to a 200,000-man army, he had concurred
with the joint chiefs’ recommendation, though knowing that the increase
would take place over a year’s time and that he could raise the number at a
later date. The United States would assume the bulk of the costs, although
the president urged Diem to share in the expenses and to admit his non-
Communist political opponents into the government. Rusk upbraided his
colleagues for arguing that military intervention was cheap and easy; any
other tactic was less expensive. The president explained his rationale for a
special mission. Anyone making military recommendations should exam-
ine other instances of intervention and compile information on present
needs. General Taylor would head the mission.?’

Not surprisingly, Kennedy’s reluctance to declare outright opposition
to military escalation encouraged its growth. A few days after the late July
meeting, Rostow and Taylor sent a memo to the president, attempting to
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summarize his views for purposes of clarity. They understood the reason-
ing behind his attempt to examine every alternative before “either posi-
tioning U.S. forces on the Southeast Asian mainland or fighting there.”
This “graduated pressure” on Hanoi “could take the form of air strikes
against the land lines of communications and supply centers, and sea inter-
diction of logistical traffic along the east coast of Viet-Nam. It could also
include a naval blockade in the Gulf of Tonkin to isolate the Port of
Haiphong.” Furthermore, the United States might take action against China
ifitintervened in Vietnam. Kennedy left the impression of moving toward
a military solution when he sought Rostow and Taylor’s advice on making
the world aware of North Vietnam’s aggressions in the event that the United
States had to resort to direct military measures. “I agree with you that
ground work has to be laid or otherwise any military action we might take
against Northern Vietnam will seem like aggression on our part.” Robert
Johnson reiterated his call for strong measures, declaring in a memo to
fellow NSC members that the time had come “to bite the bullet.” Saving
southern Laos and the Mekong region might require “a substantial U.S.
manpower contribution.” Rostow, too, had edged closer to a military reac-
tion. But he did not want the United States to take over the war. He sought
to demonstrate the U.S. commitment to Southeast Asia by raising the
morale and resistance of the Communists’ victims and thereby “minimiz-
ing the chance that U.S. troops will have to fight.”?8

President Kennedy had not reduced his support for counterinsurgency,
but he left the impression of having done so. In approving a sizable ARVN
increase and in calling for a special mission to South Vietnam, he had en-
couraged advocates of the military solution. As Sorensen observed, the
president did not want to appear weak. Yet his refusal to make a decision
during these meetings encouraged those advocating a military approach to
feel that he did not oppose their position. Kennedy’s indecisive response
proved dangerously misleading. He still maintained that military measures
were only a means toward establishing social and economic reforms.?? His
interest in a firsthand examination of the military situation did not suggest
a loss of confidence in the nonmilitary aspects of counterinsurgency. But
in trying to ascertain the military realities, he left the door open for mili-
tary escalation.

II

IN AcTUALITY, Saigon was fairly secure, but in the countryside the growing
Vietcong influence reaffirmed the need for a counterinsurgency program.
A June report revealed that the Vietcong had stepped up its activities in the
first half of 1961. Someone shot up a U.S. Operations Mission officer’s car
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about ten miles outside the city. Guerrillas and terrorists had assassinated
more than 500 local officials and civilians, kidnapped more than 1,000, and
killed nearly 1,500 South Vietnamese military personnel. The Vietcong’s
regular forces numbered about 25,000; guerrillas and terrorists probably
reached 17,000 in number. The North Viethamese had become concerned
about the escalated U.S. military involvement in the south, and in June,
Prime Minister Pham Van Dong traveled to Beijing to seek help. The
Chinese did not extend assistance at this time, but Mao expressed approval
of South Vietnam’s armed resistance, and Zhou Enlai emphasized the im-
portance of “blending [the] legal and illegal struggle and combining [the]
political and military approaches.”?

“The situation gets worse almost week by week,” wrote veteran journal-
ist and author Theodore H. White to the president. Having been in China
during the 1930s and 1940s, initially as an aide to Nationalist leader Chiang
Kai-shek and then as a correspondent for Time magazine, White brought a
firsthand knowledge and keen eye to Asian affairs that commanded respect.
Only disaster lay in a deeper U.S. involvement in Vietnam, he warned. “The
guerrillas now control almost all the southern delta—so much so thatI could
find no American who would drive me outside Saigon in his car even by day
without military convoy.” A major “political breakdown” had occurred, re-
sulting in vast numbers of South Vietnamese who did not seem to care about
the house falling down around them. “I find it discouraging to spend a night
in a Saigon night-club full of young fellows of 20 and 2 5 dancing and jitter-
bugging . . . while twenty miles away their Communist contemporaries are
terrorizing the countryside.” White asked a number of questions that must
have been disconcerting to the president. If the army tried another coup,
should the United States support it? What if none occurred? “Should we
incubate one?” Remaining in Vietnam much longer could force such a deci-
sion. “If we feel bound by honor not to pull or support a coup, shall we lay it
on the line to Diem and intervene directly . . . or should we get the Hell
out?” If the United States decided to send combat troops, did it have “the
proper personnel, the proper instruments, the proper clarity of objectives to
intervene successfully?”?!

President Kennedy had little time to reflect on the issues raised by
White, for the escalated Vietcong threat had led Diem to ask for a greater
U.S. military commitment. On June 14, Thuan forwarded the White House
a letter from Diem that sought American troops to train South Vietnam-
ese “combat leaders and technical specialists,” an ARVN enlargement from
170,000 to 270,000, and a “considerable expansion” of MAAG in “selected
elements of the American Armed Forces.” Diem had called for nearly double
the 150,000 authorized in 1961 and more than the 100,000 prescribed in
the Kennedy administration’s Counterinsurgency Plan. His concern fo-
cused on recent events in Laos and uncertainty about Cambodia.’?
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President Kennedy meanwhile tried to promote the counterinsurgency
approach by shifting the responsibility for covert operations from the CIA
to the defense department. In large measure attributable to his disenchant-
ment with the CIA over the Bay of Pigs debacle, he approved three Na-
tional Security Action Memoranda in late June: NSAM 55, 56, and 57.
NSAM g5 drastically reduced the CIA’s authority over paramilitary ac-
tions by transferring that power to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. NSAM 356
authorized the defense secretary to draft the objectives of paramilitary war-
fare. And NSAM 57 established the guidelines for planning and imple-
menting such strategy. The CIA would still handle covert operations that
fell “within the normal capabilities of the agency”—those “wholly covert
or disavowable.” NSAM 57, however, tied important activities to the de-
tense department. “Any large paramilitary operation wholly or partially
covert which requires significant numbers of militarily trained personnel,
[and] amounts of military equipment” will mean those that “exceed normal
CIA-controlled stocks and/or military experience of a kind or level” re-
quired for such operations. Those bigger needs would become “the pri-
mary responsibility of the Department of Defense with [the] CIA in a
supporting role.”33

In early August the president approved part of the Staley Report. He
raised the ARVN's size by 30,000 while deferring the balance of the re-
quested increase. Hopefully, the war would be about over by the time the
ARVN reached the 200,000 level in late 1962. The group had recommended
200,000 if the insurgency did not abate and 270,000 if it notably intensi-
fied. President Kennedy emphasized that Diem must agree to a plan for
using these new forces. The issue of a U.S. troop deployment remained
unsettled.’*

South Vietnam appeared to be on the verge of adopting counterinsur-
gency strategy. The government had included a national counterinsurgency
plan in a twenty-page field command directive for the ARVN entitled,
“Concepts of Pacification Operations.” It focused on psywar techniques,
military measures, civic action, and civil-military cooperation. To share
the successful features of the Malayan experience, Robert G. K. Thomp-
son, Britain’s former Permanent Secretary of Defense in the Malayan Fed-
eration and an expert in guerrilla warfare, would soon be in Saigon to head
the civic action and civil intelligence aspects of the British Advisory Mis-
sion. A special South Vietnamese delegation was also to leave for Malaya
to study the methods used by the Special Police Force that had led the
successful antiguerrilla campaign.*’

Such measures proved necessary in light of the sudden upswing in
Vietcong activity during the fall of 1961. Lansdale’s January warning had
been correct. From September to October of 1961 the Lao Dong party in
North Vietnam upgraded the Central Office for Vietnam (COSVN) and
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soon afterward approved a resolution calling for greater military and po-
litical resistance against the Americans in Vietnam. NLF operations quickly
intensified.*®

“The Vietcong,” Time magazine reported in mid-September, “are ev-
erywhere: furtive little bands of Communist guerrillas, dressed in black
peasant pajamas or faded khakis tossing grenades into isolated villages in
the rice fields in the south.” Veteran China observer Henry Luce ran the
magazine, lending credibility to the story. Born in China as the son of
Christian missionaries, Luce had witnessed the Communists’ rise to power
and warned against their doctrines. “If the U.S. cannot or will not save
South Viet Nam from the Communist assault, no Asian nation can ever
again feel safe in putting its faith in the U.S.—and the fall of all Southeast
Asia would only be a matter of time.”?’

Earlier in September, Vietcong actions surged in the Second Corps
area, along the Laotian—Cambodian border, and in the Central Plateau.
Armed with submachine guns, machine guns, automatic rifles, and mor-
tars, the Vietcong seized control of southern Laos and most of the north-
ern border of South Vietnam and would escalate their military operations
once the rainy season had ended. The most alarming incident came at one
in the morning of September 18, when nearly a thousand Vietcong forces
wielding rifles and machetes broke through the earth and barbed-wire bar-
ricade to seize the provincial capital of Phuoc Vinh, located less than sixty
miles north of Saigon. The fifty-man Civil Guard unit put up little resis-
tance, and the two ARVN ranger companies on patrol nearby fled into the
jungle, their leader afterward lamely explaining that he had wisely laid in
wait “to ambush the guerrillas when they withdrew.”*8

The aftermath of the Vietcong assault on Phuoc Vinh proved as shock-
ing as the event itself. Casualties numbered nearly eighty villagers, forty-
two of them dead. In the course of holding the area for about six hours, the
Vietcong confiscated a hundred rifles and thousands of rounds of ammuni-
tion before releasing 250 accused Communists from the local jail. After
staging a “people’s trial” before distraught villagers, they beheaded the
provincial chief and his assistant in the marketplace for committing “crimes
against the people.”’

No incident prior to Phuoc Vinh so graphically revealed the Diem
regime’s inability to protect its people. The Vietcong had captured its first
provincial capital and for the second time during the past eighteen months
had executed a provincial chief. Although Phuoc Vinh had been particu-
larly vulnerable to the Vietcong because of the thick jungle cover outside
the province, the attack on an area so close to Saigon demonstrated again
that infiltration through Laos had soared to an alarming level. At stake was
not only the Mekong Delta but all of South Vietnam.*
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"The state department in Washington approved several emergency mea-
sures to counter the growing crisis. The ARVN, Civil Guard, and Self-
Defense Corps would undergo accelerated training and receive night lights,
more dogs, and portable communication devices to facilitate patrols. They
would also get more barbed wire, upgraded small arms, mines to close
trails and protect outposts, and bulldozers for clearing the thickly forested
regions. South Vietnam’s Air Force would soon have more Caribou and
other kinds of aircraft, along with defoliants, manioc killer, and napalm for
use along the Laotian and DMZ frontiers.*!

Less than two weeks after the attack on Phuoc Vinh, Diem showed his
growing alarm by reversing his stand against a bilateral treaty and calling for
a mutual defense pact with the United States. His request had resulted from
the deteriorating situation in Laos, the growing infiltration out of that coun-
try, and the probability that the lack of Anglo—French support would pre-
vent the United States from taking action in accordance with the SEATO
Treaty. Most important, the latest Vietcong assaults would undermine na-
tional confidence in his rule. Diem soughta public assurance from the United
States that it would not let his country fall to the Communists.*

Diem’s proposal, perhaps surprisingly, attracted little interest in Wash-
ington. A mutual treaty would help only South Vietnam without providing
the United States any leverage over Diem. Such a pact would cause serious
problems over the Geneva Accords, SEATO, and the constitutional provi-
sion requiring Senate approval. The state department recommended ac-
tion only under the collective defense principles contained in the SEATO
Treaty.® Given the heightened Vietcong activities and the president’s
opposition to direct U.S. military action in the war, the White House had
no interest in a bilateral treaty that would make the United States a war-
time ally of South Vietnam.

The Kennedy administration continued gathering evidence of Vietcong
infiltration in its effort to persuade the United Nations to condemn Hanoi’s
aggressions. In mid-August the president had sent to South Vietnam Wil-
liam Jorden, a former New York Times correspondent and current member
of the state department’s Policy Planning Council, to document infiltra-
tion from the north. In his late September report, Jorden cited convincing
evidence from Saigon that North Vietnam directed the insurgency: North
Vietnamese Communist party resolutions and declarations calling for a
“liberation movement” in the south; propaganda highlighting the central
role of the Lao Dong party (Communist); information on the Vietcong’s
intelligence and infiltration routes; interrogation notes of Vietcong pris-
oners who had entered the south from Laos; the meal record found at a
substation, which revealed the high level of manpower infiltration during a
three-month period; the diaries of a substation commander citing matériel
brought from the north and of a Vietcong soldier’s trek through Laos and
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into South Vietnam; Vietcong maps printed in Hanoi and a medical chart
printed in Beijing; Soviet bloc medical supplies taken from a Vietcong unit;
and aerial photographs of Vietcong bases in Cambodia. The chances were
slim of securing a U.N. condemnation of Hanoi, but the presence of a
U.N. observer mission might curtail Communist actions. Jorden concluded
that there was “external interference in the affairs of South Vietnam by the
Communists and, specifically, by the North Vietnamese.”**

A National Intelligence Estimate substantiated Jorden’s findings. The
CIA reported that armed Vietcong numbered about 16,000, including a
jump by 4,000 in the last three months. One-fifth of the Vietcong’s strength
came from the north through the mountain trails of southern Laos; the
great bulk of the cadres, however, came from the go,000 Vietnamese Com-
munist forces who had migrated to North Vietnam during the 195455
evacuation of Vietnamese Communist army units after the Indochina War.
These experienced guerrilla fighters, most of them former Vietminh from
southern and central Vietnam, had returned to their homes in the late 1950s
and were now fighting in South Vietnam. Although some of the Vietcong’s
weapons had come from North Vietnam, no one had made a positive iden-
tification of Communist-bloc military goods. Their arms were primarily
of U.S. or French origin, most of them left over from the Indochina War
or captured from South Vietnamese forces. Thus the huge majority of
Vietcong recruits were transplanted South Vietnamese who had trained in
the north and, with Hanoi’s help and organization, had easily infiltrated
back into the south. According to one source in the ARVN, “trying to
locate crossing points [at the] SVIN/Laos border [was] like trying to tell
which hole in a sieve water comes out of.”#

It is not clear that the White House knew this in 1961, but evidence
compiled for a state department report in 1968 (corroborated by Hanoi’s
official history) suggested that North Vietnamese regular army involve-
ment had begun in the south by late 1961. Documentation regarding the
charge against the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) came from interro-
gations of five crew members captured on a North Vietnamese sampan
near Danang in 1961. One was a PAVN officer who had been in the Viet-
minh during the 1940s and received training in 1959 as a Vietcong liaison
with South Vietnam. On his first mission south, he met with an agent ata
museum in Danang and traveled with him to the north; two months later
he accompanied him back to the south. When captured in 1961, the PAVN
officer had become cell chief and commander of the sampan, and he had
made six visits to the south. Each time he came to Danang, he transported
long messages written on onion skin paper from a liaison officer in the
north to a female Vietcong agent in Danang. On his last voyage south, he
carried coastal maps, a Minox camera for photographing identification pa-
pers, and other useful documents. His only mission, he declared, was to
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pass documents between Liaison Bureau posts. The second prisoner was a
PAVN Warrant Officer assigned to a Liaison Bureau, who had made more
than seven trips south with the PAVN officer mentioned above. The third
prisoner was a member of the Lao Dong party, who in 1957 took a six-day
political course administered by the Fatherland Front. The following year
he and two others—now prisoners in late 1961—operated a sampan that
made more than seventeen voyages transporting materials and agents be-
tween the north and south.*

All these pieces of evidence highlighted the central enigma in America’s
involvement in Vietnam—that of defining the conflict. Was it a civil war or
a war of aggression waged from the outside? Or was it a combination? From
the U.S. perspective, the fighting had originated in an offensive engineered
by Hanoi. South Vietham was a sovereign nation under siege by another
nation. But North Vietnam’s view was markedly different and, legally speak-
ing, on sounder ground: The provisional military demarcation line dividing
Vietnam in 1954, according to the Geneva Accords, was temporary and did
not create a separate nation of South Vietmam. All difficulties between north
and south were domestic in nature, meaning that men and goods arriving
from the north did not constitute outside infiltration but were merely inter-
nal assistance to fellow countrymen threatened by the U.S.-sponsored Diem
regime. In short, it was a revolutionary war. Hanoi’s purpose was that of the
signatories to the Geneva Accords: to reunify Vietnam, which meant that
the conflict did not involve outside interests.

Herein lay the problem facing the United States: how to convince the
world that South Vietnam was a nation under siege from external, Com-
munist-led forces. Nowhere in the Geneva agreements did the signatories
denominate two sovereign governments in Vietnam. Nowhere was there
reference to a country called South Vietnam. The burden of proving North
Vietnamese aggression (perhaps aided or encouraged by the Soviets or Com-
munist Chinese) rested on the United States. And even if the Kennedy
administration amassed incontrovertible evidence of such infiltration, Hanoi
could point to the Geneva Accords in declaring the conflict domestic in
nature and of no concern to the United States. The outside aggressors,
according to North Vietnam, were the imperialistic Americans seeking to
reestablish a Western colony by manipulating their puppet regime in Saigon.
Popular opposition to Diem had grown, Hanoi’s leaders declared, justify-
ing assistance to their southern countrymen as a critical step toward reuni-
fying Vietnam. At a Politburo meeting in Hanoi in October 1961, Ho Chi
Minh emphasized the importance of continuing guerrilla warfare as one
step toward a victory that could come only “bit by bit.” The United States
could prove nothing significant by demonstrating Hanoi’s assistance to
the insurgency.?
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11X

To HALT the alleged infiltration, Rostow proposed a border control plan
that the Joint Chiefs of Staff roundly rejected. He called for 2 5,000 SEATO
forces to protect the seventeenth parallel and the Laotian and Cambodian
frontiers. Such a move, he argued, would raise Diem’s spirits while intimi-
dating both the Chinese and the Russians as well as the North Vietnamese.
The proposal would not work, the joint chiefs insisted. It would spread
SEATO forces too thinly over several hundred miles of territory, exposing
them to attack or permitting the Vietcong to maneuver around them. They
would also operate in the areas of weakest defense against a North Viet-
namese or Communist Chinese assault. The placement of military forces
along the seventeenth parallel was useless because the Vietcong seldom
traversed this area. Furthermore, Hanoi might interpret the move as the
first step toward an all-out attack and escalate its involvement.*®

The joint chiefs wanted to send Amzerican troops into Laos. Within
the broad context of protecting Southeast Asia, they argued, the military
defense of Laos was premiere. The loss of the central and northern part of
this country would open three-fourths of Thailand’s border to Commu-
nist military assault. The loss of southern Laos would expose both Thai-
land and South Vietnam along with Cambodia. At least three divisions of
U.S. troops plus another two divisions of support units were needed to
stop the Vietcong and protect Laos. Rather than dispatching its forces
throughout Southeast Asia, the United States should focus on Laos and
thereby safeguard that country along with Thailand and South Vietnam. If
“politically unacceptable,” the joint chiefs offered a “limited interim course
of action” that would help South Vietnam regain its own lands while free-
ing its forces to take the offensive against the Vietcong.*’

The joint chiefs renewed their call for SEATO Plan 5, which aimed at
establishing a defense perimeter along the Mekong River. The first step
was to station a brigade-sized force of 12,000 men (with U.S. air and logis-
tic support) in the Central Highlands near Pleiku, just opposite major
Vietcong infiltration routes and targets. Another measure was to maintain
outside Southeast Asia a central reserve of 5,000 men, including one Ameri-
can unit of brigade, all ready to move into the area if needed. The joint
chiefs also wanted the freed-up South Vietnamese troops to intensify
counterguerrilla warfare, and they sought to broaden the rules of engage-
ment to allow the SEATO commander to take actions outside South Viet-
nam. This approach would prove America’s “determination to stand firm
against further communist advances world-wide.” The United States must
not become so “preoccupied with Berlin” that it ignored Southeast Asia,

which was “more critical from a military viewpoint.”°
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Available forces included one U.S. Brigade Task Force Team stationed
in Thailand. SEATO ground and air units would position themselves in
South Vietnam to protect its border touching Laos down to Cambodia,
except for that part of the seventeenth parallel held by South Vietnamese
forces. One division of SEATO ground forces (about 11,000) would locate
in the high plateau of Pleiku, freeing the ARVN to take the offensive else-
where. The United States would contribute 5,000 ground troops of 9,600
total, with another 850 in the air component. The total SEATO force,
including support personnel, would be 22,800, including 13,200 Ameri-
cans. U.S. naval forces from the Seventh Fleet would backstop SEATO
operations either by halting Vietcong sea infiltration or by providing a
carrier strike potential.’!

The joint chiefs then set out the rules of engagement. SEATO forces
could take any action deemed essential to their security. They could go on
the offensive only if the Vietcong endangered the borders of South Vietnam
or the SEATO forces themselves. Such action included the use of SEATO
air and ground contingents in Laos. If North Vietnam intervened militarily,
SEATO could approve air strikes against military targets in that country. If
North Vietnamese regulars intervened, the SEATO command would be
enlarged from its one-division status to twelve divisions, along with seven
Regimental Combat Teams and five battalions. Together, the joint chiefs
confidently asserted, these SEATO forces could defeat North Vietnam. The
United States would contribute two army divisions, one marine division/
wing team, and five air force tactical squadrons then deployed in Thailand
and South Vietnam. U.S. forces would jump from 13,200 to 129,000, a fig-
ure that did not include those from the navy. One of these divisions must
come from the continental United States, which would necessitate calling
up one division plus others to maintain the nation’s strategic reserve.’

If the Chinese Communists intervened, questions would arise about
whether to attack certain targets in south China with conventional weap-
ons or to use nuclear weapons against targets directly supporting Chinese
movements in Laos. To counter such Chinese action, SEATO forces would
need to grow to fifteen divisions and eight Regimental Combat Teams
(278,000 men). The United States would contribute three ground divi-
sions deployed in Thailand and South Vietnam, along with one marine
division/wing team, ready for amphibious operations against North Viet-
nam. T'wo divisions and additional air forces would come from the conti-
nental United States, which entailed two more divisions along with other
forces needed to keep the strategic reserve.’

In the event of a North Vietnamese or Chinese involvement, SEATO
would defend all of Southeast Asia. Such action included air and naval at-
tacks, air and naval interdiction of communications lines, and an all-out air
and naval offensive intended to destroy the enemy’s war-making capacity.™
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The pressure for U.S. combat troops had become inexorable. From
the office of International Security Affairs, William Bundy urged McNamara
to pursue an “early and hard-hitting” military program headed by SEATO
forces. The time “is really now or never” for stopping the Vietcong. The
administration had a 70 percent chance of providing Diem an opportunity
to win the war. “The 30% chance,” Bundy continued, “is that we would
wind up like the French in 1954; white men can’t win this kind of fight.”
Alexis Johnson submitted a state department paper entitled “Concept of
Intervention in Vietnam,” which advocated the initial use of about 60,000
U.S. combat forces, followed by more “at the earliest stage that is politi-
cally feasible.” They could fight any enemy contingents “encountered in
any reasonable proximity to the border or threatening the SEATO forces,”
and they could engage in “hot pursuit” into both Laos and Cambodia. Ac-
cording to the Pentagon Papers, the primary objective was to inject U.S.
combat troops into Vietnam, “with the nominal excuse for doing so quite
secondary.”’

Taylor did not support the joint chiefs’ assessment. He informed the
president that SEATO Plan 5 aimed to counter overt aggression (which
did not exist) and offered no means of coping with growing infiltration out
of southern Laos. Even if the plan were feasible, the problem remained of
securing contributions from member nations. The so-called SEATO force
would be primarily American soldiers, raising the question of whether the
United States had the necessary manpower to meet its commitments to
Berlin and NATO while pursuing this broadly based action in Southeast
Asia. Taylor thought the present military size insufficient to meet both
obligations. The administration must decide whether to mobilize more
troops or to accept the limitations on the nation’s military capabilities in
Southeast Asia “as a permanent fact.”’%

In the midst of this growing dispute over a deepened U.S. involve-
ment in the war, correspondent Theodore H. White again urged the presi-
dent to resist the temptation to send U.S. combat troops to South Vietnam.
They would receive little local assistance because Diem had failed to mo-
bilize his people against the Communists. The presence of U.S. troops
would arouse “race-hatred, hatred of the white man in general, originally
of the French, now converted by clever Communist tactics into a hatred of
Americans.” It was not wise to make a military commitment to the ma-
laria-ridden Mekong Valley and “so far from the main arena of action” in
Berlin. “This South Viet-Nam thing is a real bastard to solve.” The United
States could either withdraw or allow younger military officers to “knock
off Diem in a coup” and hope for the best from a military regime. U.S.
troops could not succeed without a South Vietnamese government capable
of inspiring its people to oppose communism to the death.’”
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At a White House meeting on the morning of October 11, President
Kennedy approved a special mission to South Vietnam that was clearly
military in thrust and membership. Headed by Taylor, it included Rostow,
Lansdale, Cottrell, Jorden, and representatives from CINCPAC, the CIA,
and the defense department. No high-ranking state department official
accompanied the mission, leaving Rostow as the only member comparable
to Taylor in rank but, as the headstrong general made clear, acting as his
deputy. Rusk had condoned this arrangement because he too considered
Vietnam as primarily a military issue whose resolution belonged to the
secretary of defense. Kennedy sought to discourage speculation about the
imminent introduction of U.S. combat troops by announcing the mission’s
purpose as an economic survey, although the truth was that he authorized
it to consider establishing a U.S. military presence in that beleaguered coun-
try by increasing assistance and training of South Vietnamese soldiers and
providing helicopters, light aircraft, trucks, and other means of ground
transportation.’®

President Kennedy made additional decisions that gave impetus to the
ongoing secret war both in Laos and now developing rapidly in Vietnam.
In the ground war, he authorized U.S. advisers to accompany South Viet-
namese commandos in attacking Communist holdings at T'chepone and
other key points in Laos; in the air war, he approved the use of planes in an
operation code-named “Farmgate,” which involved air commandos from
the recently established U.S. Air Force’s 4400th Combat Crew Training
Squadron (known as “Jungle Jims”). Ostensibly sent to train South Viet-
namese pilots, crew, and support personnel in counterinsurgency tactics,
the air commandos were volunteers who had undergone extensive screen-
ing before their acceptance into a program that was combat-oriented. This
elite group resulted largely from LeMay’s efforts to create a Special Forces
unit in the air force as a counterpart to that of the army’s. Indeed, it col-
laborated with the army’s Special Forces along the frontier. As a mirror to
the sprightly attire that President Kennedy had selected for the army’s
Green Berets, the air commandos wore outfits of LeMay’s choosing: fa-
tigues and Australian-style bush hats with brims tilted upward. The air
commandos’ officially stated purpose of training pilots was a subterfuge;
their leader, Colonel Benjamin King, claimed that LeMay had emphasized
training the Vietnamese for combat.’’

The Jungle Jim Squadron was easily adaptable to counterinsurgency
warfare. The aged and slow-flying, propeller-driven planes were lightweight
enough to land on sod runways and maneuver slowly over the jungle while
engaging in reconnaissance, bombing, airlifts, and close support actions
for ground troops. President Kennedy knew that they would become in-
volved in combat. He agreed with McGeorge Bundy that the Jungle Jims’
“initial purpose” was combat training, implying that their responsibilities
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would expand. Gilpatric’s notes on that October 11 meeting stated that
they would be part of MAAG’s training mission and were not for combat
“at the present time.”%"

The U.S. Air Force quickly joined the war. On October 12, it dis-
patched the first contingent of a training squadron to a rundown, former
French air strip at Bien Hoa Air Base just above Saigon. In another poorly
disguised effort to hide their involvement in the fighting, the U.S. pilots
wore civilian clothes while Vietnamese military personnel sat at their sides,
initially flying sixteen twin-engined C-47 (changed to SC-47 after modifi-
cation) transports, eight T-28 fighter-bombers (armor-plated and packing
two machine guns and 1,500 pounds of rockets and bombs) from the navy,
and eight B-26 twin-engine attack bombers (carrying machine guns and
6,000 pounds of rockets and bombs) from Air Force Reserve units—the
last renamed “Reconnaissance Bombers” (RB-26s) in a transparent attempt
to circumvent the Geneva ban on sending bombers into Indochina. In early
December, when the U.S. pilots arrived in Vietnam (125 commissioned
officers and 235 enlisted personnel), McNamara approved U.S. participa-
tion in combat, as long as someone from the Vietnamese military was on
the plane. This directive was a mere formality since the line between train-
ing and fighting was never clear. Questions from the press received the
stock answer: “No USAF pilot has ever flown in tactical missions except in
the role of tactical instructor.”%!

The president used various tactics to stop the rush to all-out action. In
draft instructions to Taylor (which Taylor actually wrote), the general was
“to evaluate what could be accomplished by the introduction of SEATO or
United States forces into South Vietnam.” This statement proved too strong
for the president. In a revealing move, he struck it from his final instructions
of October 13 and inserted more moderate wording in an attempt to restore
balance to the counterinsurgency program. “While the military part of the
problem is of great importance in South Vietnam, its political, social, and
economic elements are equally significant, and I shall expect your appraisal
and your recommendations to take full account of them.”%?

Kennedy had moved more clearly against the employment of combat
forces, although he had left the door open by again assigning the matter to
further study. Taylor observed that this letter summarized the attitude of
the president and most of his advisers and was consistent with the policy he
had approved the previous May. In that memo, Kennedy had authorized a
counterinsurgency approach based on “mutually supporting actions of a
military, political, economic, psychological and covert character.” At that
time and later, however, he considered military measures a necessary pre-
lude to establishing the security needed to permit social, political, and eco-
nomic changes. He had serious misgivings about interfering in what he
termed to New York Times columnist Arthur Krock “civil disturbances caused
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by guerrillas.” In a telling observation, the president declared that “it was
hard to prove that this wasn’t largely the situation in Vietnam.” Military
correctives alone were not the solution. Success came more by “nation-
building rather than in numbers of enemy killed and battles won.” Like
Rostow, the president hoped that the South Vietnamese would fight well
enough to remove any need for U.S. combat units. In a striking maneuver,
Kennedy privately arranged for the New York Times to run a story that
appeared on the front page of the October 15, 1961, edition: “High ad-
ministration sources said today . . . the President remains strongly opposed
to the dispatch of American combat troops to South Vietnam.”%

The president was not alone in resisting the push for U.S. soldiers. The
heart of the problem, according to a U.S. Marine major after three months
of firsthand observation, was the 7zanner in which the United States extended
assistance and advice. MAAG’s chief was isolated from military operations,
undermining both the morale of his men and their respect for him. Advice
went to the South Vietnamese through “awkward and large booklets and
directives rendered by tedious translation.” The South Viethamese attitude
was “show me, don’t tell me.” U.S. advice at the field level was good, but not
enough advisers were in the field. Some go percent of South Vietnam’s forces
were not engaged in the fighting, with most of them garrisoned except for
those holding defensive positions along the northern border. Despite these
problems, MAAG showed no sense of urgency: The men worked from 8 to
12 in the morning and from 2 to 5 in the afternoon during the week, and
took weekends off. The South Vietnamese, concluded the major, could win
the war with suitable advisers along with air, logistical, and technical assis-
tance. U.S. troops were not necessary.®

More than one U.S. military officer on the scene in South Vietnam
advocated counterinsurgency as the best route to success. The war’s out-
come, a U.S. Air Force major general insisted, depended on a combination
of social, economic, political, and military measures aimed at winning “the
hearts and minds of the people.” McGarr concurred that “significant mili-
tary progress cannot be fully effective until this political progress is made.”
An integrated civic—military program of pacification must develop in the
villages and hamlets. A “National Plan” must rest on the “amoeba prin-
ciple” of clearing key areas and systematically expanding the sanitized re-
gions until the entire country was safe.’

McGarr warned that the increased infiltration of guerrillas into South
Vietnam had made the situation so perilous that the expected ARVN in-
crements would lead to victories in battle that paradoxically resulted in a
defeat in the war. The ARVN had received Ranger training “to the full
extent allowed by hot war operations here.” And yet, Diem and the Joint
Military Staff had severely weakened the ARVN by draining off its best
leaders and enlisted men to form more Ranger companies. “What we need
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to win is National control and coordination [emphasis in original] of effort,
not just hardware!” The U.S. Army must not “be placed in the position of
fighting a losing battle and being charged with the loss.” In a prophetic
conclusion, McGarr declared that until Washington’s civilian leaders real-
ized that the key to victory in South Vietham was to seal off Laos, “the
military will be blamed for a situation here which is not of its own making
and for which it has not been adequately supported by our country.”%

WrTHIN THE FEVERED PITCH of the Cold War, the pressure for a military
solution in South Vietnam continued to swell. Even Taylor shifted his
position to reveal an inclination for direct U.S. military action. If the
counterinsurgency effort failed, he warned Kennedy, the White House
must “do the unpalatable.” At a news conference on October 11, the presi-
dent announced the Taylor mission, stressing the ongoing search for ways
to preserve South Vietnam’s independence. He knew that the move would
leave the appearance of an imminent decision to order U.S. troops to the
troubled region. In response to a reporter’s question about sending Ameri-
cans into combat, Kennedy fueled more speculation by declaring that in
light of stepped-up Vietcong activities in South Vietnam, Taylor would
provide “an educated military guess” as to the status of Diem’s govern-
ment and “we can come to conclusions as what is best to do.” At a White
House meeting two days later, the president expressed great concern over
the spate of stories declaring that the United States was about to dispatch
combat troops. And not only was this notion coming from the press.
Lemnitzer wrote Felt that Taylor’s public objective was to assess whether
the present aid program needed expansion; but, the joint chiefs chair added
in a chilling forecast, “you should know (and this is to be held most closely)
General Taylor will also give most discreet consideration to [the] intro-
duction of U.S. Forces if he deems such action absolutely essential.”®’



SUBTERFUGE IN THE DELTA

[Any U.S. soldiers sent to the Mekong Delta must arrive]
expecting to fight . . . and [be] prepared for [an] extended
commitment.

Lieutenant General Lionel McGarr, October 30, 1961

HE INVOLVEMENT of the U.S. military in South Vietnam became
more pronounced in the fall of 1961 as the two governments
graduated from an advisory relationship to a limited partnership.
The situation in Saigon had become so threatening that the Kennedy ad-
ministration encountered growing support either to send combat troops
or, a few observers whispered, to promote a coup. Infiltration from the
north steadily increased, causing more of Washington’s policymakers to
advocate a direct assault on Hanoi. Rusk assured Indian officials that Hanoi
had masterminded the Vietcong’s growing activities in South Vietnam.
The evidence for this charge, he insisted, came from captured documents,
confessions of prisoners, Hanoi’s public support for the Vietcong, and the
growing number of Vietcong entering South Vietnam through the Lao-
tian corridor following the cease-fire. Such increases had become clear in
the High Plateau opposite southern Laos and from battalion-sized Vietcong
assaults bolstered by PAVN regulars from North Vietnam. From 25 to 40
percent of the Vietcong now came from the north and provided leadership
for the insurgency. “Without them there would be no war in Viet Nam.”!
Diem meanwhile continued to frustrate U.S. advisers by refusing to
delegate meaningful authority to ARVN officers in the field. There was
reason behind what appeared to be an unreasonable stand. The move, he
well knew, entailed the concession of power to those in the military who
bitterly opposed him. Diem had not forgotten the generals’ coup attempta
year earlier. Indeed, he feared his senior military commanders as much if
not more than the Vietcong, which helps to explain his sudden interest in
a foreign military force that would be under his personal control. Ironi-
cally, victory for either antagonist in the war—the ARVN or the Vietcong—
ensured his own fall from power. The growing crisis led the Taylor mission
to recommend a limited partnership that included U.S. combat troops.
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PRESSURE HAD CONTINUED to mount for a deepened U.S. military commit-
ment to South Vietnam as the Taylor mission prepared to leave Washing-
ton on October 17, 1961. In a paper given to the general before his departure
for Saigon, the defense department and other government agencies ex-
plored a wide range of advisory and patrol assignments for U.S. combat
forces—none advocating a direct engagement with the Vietcong but all
necessitating a rise in numbers that would violate the Geneva Accords of
1954. If Admiral Felt condoned American soldiers only as a last resort, he
nonetheless insisted that the way to shut down infiltration from Laos was
to dispatch a large contingent of ground forces. Preferably, they would be
from SEATO and include Americans, although he was not averse to send-
ing U.S. soldiers on their own. Their responsibility for the moment, Felt
told Taylor in an extensive briefing at CINCPAC headquarters in Hono-
lulu, should be to perform logistic chores for engineering and helicopter
units—not to engage in combat. Rostow, however, advocated a “limited
but systematic harassment” of North Vietnam by U.S. planes authorized
to cross the seventeenth parallel and engage in hit-and-run actions as well
as to drop and remove landing parties assigned to destroy military targets.
Communist strategy aimed at circumventing the United States’s central
strength in the region—the Seventh Fleet—while exploiting its “main weak-
nesses”: Diem and “the political limitations on the role of white men in an
Asian guerrilla war.” The United States must likewise focus on North
Vietnam’s “fundamental weakness”: the “Hanoi-Haiphong complex.”?

Diem’s interest in outside assistance fed the call for an expanded U.S.
military involvement that came from American advisers in both Saigon
and Washington. Nolting supported a military commitment that included
fighter-bomber and transport aircraft, SEATO ground forces, and U.S.
combat troops, all to end infiltration across the seventeenth parallel and
the Laotian and Cambodian frontiers. The heightened Vietcong threat
had led Diem to reverse his opposition to a bilateral defense treaty with
the United States and, reported Nolting, to seek combat forces—“though
ostensibly for guard duty, not for combat unless attacked.” According to
Nolting, Diem feared that the Communists planned to isolate Hué from
Saigon, slicing South Vietnam in half and promoting its collapse. The
premier’s alarm had become so intense that he would accept long-time
hated Chinese Nationalist soldiers as part of his defense force.?

In the meantime, problems had developed between Taylor and
Lansdale, the latter accompanying the mission at the president’s request.
When Kennedy approached him about the assignment, Lansdale thought
he was to go alone and only later realized that Taylor headed the mission
and did not want him as a member. “He was just getting a ride on my
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airplane,” Taylor later remarked. He had called Lansdale to the White
House, where he had a list of about eight people who would join the mis-
sion. Lansdale noticed a line drawn across the list just above his name.

“What's that line?” asked Lansdale.

“People above that get in to see presidents and everything and the
others are working parties.”

During the long flight to Saigon, relations between the men sharply
deteriorated. Taylor had called an organizational meeting of all those on
board the plane. “Everybody give me a list of things that you think you’re
qualified to look into.” Lansdale instead submitted a long list of people he
knew in Vietnam who could provide insights into its problems. Taylor
termed it “a very interesting list” but told Lansdale not to see Diem or any
others.

“Look, these are old friends of mine. If you’d like, why I’ll do anything
I can. You can hit them high, and I’ll hit them low if you want. We can get
some things done that way.”

“You aren’t on our protocol list, so you don’t attend any of these calls
on the President.” Taylor then asked Lansdale to “please work on building
a defense on the border.”

“What sort of defense?”

“A system of fortifications or a wire like the Iron Curtain in Europe.”

“Good God, you aren’t going to do that, are you?”

“Look into it.”

Lansdale was to determine the costs and manpower needed to build an
electronic fence along all of South Vietnam’s borders that would end
Vietcong infiltration. “That’s not my subject,” Lansdale protested. “I'm
no good at that. . .. [It’s] a waste of my time.” Taylor refused to budge, and
Lansdale did not argue. He knew he could assign the task to MAAG and it
would cost billions of dollars that Washington would not approve.

“Well,” Lansdale snidely remarked, “I’'m an old friend of Diem’s. I
can’t go to Vietnam without seeing him. I’ll probably see him alone.” In a
razor-like tone, he posed the question, “Is there anything you want me to
ask him?” Taylor abruptly ended the discussion.*

Lansdale’s premonition about meeting with Diem rang true. On
deplaning in Saigon, Taylor immediately found himself surrounded by re-
porters while Lansdale, sidestepping the group, suddenly found himself face
to face with Diem’s personal secretary. “The president would like to see you
immediately.” “I better check with my boss on this,” Lansdale replied. See-
ing Taylor busy with the press, Lansdale pulled Rostow aside and informed
him of the surprising development. “Diem has invited me to the palace,”
Lansdale explained. “I might be there for dinner. I don’tknow.” “Go ahead,”
Rostow declared. In a statement that Lansdale must have relished making,
he asked, “Would you please tell the boss this isn’t a protocol call? I'm going
to see an old friend.”’
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At Independence Palace that evening, Lansdale learned that the situa-
tion had worsened since his visit less than a year ago and that Diem had
compounded his difficulties by surrendering too much authority to his
brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu. That evening, while Taylor talked with the press
and Lansdale was en route to his dinner engagement, Diem delivered an
alarming address to the National Assembly, declaring a national emergency
in light of the Vietcong threat. As the two men dined in the palace, Diem
expressed concern about the Taylor mission. “What’s this mission doing
here?” “What are you all up to?” “What’s he like? What’s he want? What’s
he going to ask me?” “I don’t know,” Lansdale replied. “Why don’t you
wait, and they’ll be in here to have a meeting with you tomorrow, and
you’ll find out. You can handle yourself all right on this.”

Then the conversation became personal as they talked as long-time
friends. Diem’s nephew, Nhu’s son, was there—and had a new toy missile, a
rocket with a launcher. Lansdale tried to explain to the young boy how it
worked while squatting on the floor next to Diem as he continued to eat.
“You don’t point this at him,” Lansdale warned. He had no idea about the
strength of the spring and joked about “whether it would take his head oft.”
Lansdale taught the boy to launch the rocket into the ceiling’s ventilating
fan. “We spent dinner, actually, taking parachutes and things out of the ven-
tilating fans, and the kid and I were climbing up a ladder to get these things
out. . .. This was very different from an official protocol meeting.”’

After dinner, Nhu entered the room and sat next to Lansdale. From
that point, the atmosphere became impersonal as Nhu repeatedly inter-
rupted the conversation by answering every question Lansdale asked Diem.
This was a “very strange relationship,” Lansdale later remarked. Diem
seemed “very hesitant in his talk,” as if there was “something physical as
well as a mental hazard or something.” Diem “wasn’t as sure of himself as
he had been when I had seen him less than a year before.” Lansdale had
talked with Diem just after the assassination attempt of 1960, and he had
shown no lack of self-assurance. “So it hadn’t been an outside, physical
happening like that that had caused the change.” Diem was not supersti-
tious; he was “very rational” and “pragmatic.” But he had changed.?

Diem asked whether he should request American troops. Lansdale ex-
pressed surprise. “What do you want U.S. troops for? Are things that bad
here? Have you reached that point in your affairs that you’re going to need
them to stay alive? Do you need them?”

“I asked you a question,” Diem replied.

Lansdale countered, “I'm asking you a very legitimate question on this
thing. Are you ready to admit that you have so lost control of your situa-
tion that you can’t cope with it here? You’d have to do that before you ever
turn around and ask for American troops in here.”

“I shouldn’t have asked you that, should I?”
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“Answer my question,” Lansdale demanded. Nhu interjected to ex-
plain that the troops would bring stability. “I asked your brother this,”
Lansdale sharply retorted, “and I want to know for sure.”

“No, we can still handle things,” Diem finally responded.

Almost in a whisper, Lansdale advised, “Stay with that then.” As he
later explained, “I was against U.S. troops going [into] combat [there]. I'd
seen the French and figured we’d do much what they did—even with good
intentions.” We would be “dirty foreigners.””

Especially disturbing was Nhu’s domineering presence. Diem, Lansdale
suggested, had come so heavily under his brother’s control that the locus
of power had shifted out of the premier’s hands. Lansdale finally tired of
Nhu’s repeated interruptions to questions addressed to Diem. “Can’t the
two of us talk together?” Lansdale impatiently asked the premier. “Your
brother can be in on this, but is he running things or are you?” After a
tense moment of silence, Diem explained that, out of exasperation over the
continual stories of coup plots, he had authorized his brother to ferret out
conspirators. The result, Lansdale later remarked, was a wave of brutal
arrests that highlighted Nhu’s power and made a mockery of the country’s
alleged move toward democracy. “It shocked me to see Nhu taking over
the place. That worried me.”!?

Immediately afterward, Lansdale briefed Taylor about the meeting
with Diem and Nhu, but he did not believe that the general fully compre-
hended the issues threatening to tear the country apart. “Very few of the
military minds,” Lansdale explained years later, “understood the problem
they were facing or who the enemy was or how he was trying to fight, the
political basis behind their military activities, the political results they were
trying to achieve through their military and other psychological and eco-
nomic actions.” Lansdale lamented, “We went out to kill the enemy—a
very different thing—and wouldn’t try to understand him.” Taylor feared
a conventional war with North Vietnam or Communist China more than
he did the insurgency and, like Rostow, leaned toward a stronger U.S.
military commitment to Saigon that included possible direct action against
Hanoi.!!

Lemnitzer’s analysis reinforced Taylor’s feelings. The joint chiefs’ chair
recognized the advisability of using counterinsurgency tactics where appli-
cable. But despite the similarities between the British experience in Ma-
laya and the situation in South Vietnam, the differences were so striking
that the latter required military action. The rebels in Malaya had been
denied a safe haven in neighboring Thailand; the Vietcong enjoyed that
privilege in both Laos and Cambodia. The racial features of the Chinese
insurgents in Malaya had distinguished them from the native populace; the
Vietcong were not discernible from South Vietnamese loyalists. Food was
scarce in Malaya but plentiful in Vietnam, meaning that the Vietcong had
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ample supplies. The most important differences, however, lay in leader-
ship and field performance: The British had commanded well-trained Com-
monwealth troops, whereas the ARVN forces suffered from inadequate
training and low morale that became evident in their poor fighting record.
Despite all these British advantages, it took twelve years to squelch an in-
surgency in Malaya that was considerably weaker than the one led by the
Vietcong.!?

The most immediate need in South Vietnam, Lemnitzer insisted, was
a massive infusion of military aid. In two other successful government
campaigns against terrorists—in the Philippines and in Burma—the chief
remedy was a concentrated military campaign. Indeed, the Vietcong’s in-
creasingly larger units had focused their assaults on the poorly trained Civil
Guard rather than the army, not only inflicting heavy losses on those units
but confiscating their weapons and supplies. McGarr warned that exces-
sive dependence on the Civil Guard for police functions would undermine
the counterinsurgency effort.!?

Taylor’s inclination toward an expanded U.S. military involvement
received further support during his initial talks with Diem on October 18.
The premier did not heed Lansdale’s advice against requesting U.S. com-
bat troops. Diem initially called for additional South Vietnamese armed
forces along with more Civil Guardsmen and Self-Defense Corps to pro-
tect the hamlets against growing infiltration from Laos. Taylor urged greater
offensive action, but Diem pointed out how easily the Vietcong disappeared
in the endless trails leading into and out of South Vietnam. The Vietcong’s
objective, Diem explained, was to launch more raids on central Vietnam in
an effort to draw the ARVN from the south and expose Saigon to attack.
Increased infiltration through Laos had necessitated his request for either
U.S. or SEATO troops to guard the border. His people would welcome a
foreign troop presence, he insisted, because they considered the Commu-
nist threat of international origin and thought a formal defense commit-
ment from the United States the only guarantee against a withdrawal similar
to that about to take place in Laos.!*

Taylor’s conference with the ARVN’s field commander, General
Duong Van Minh, made clear that no degree of military enlargement could
by itself remedy Diem’s inept rule and deep suspicion of his army. The six-
foot-tall, burly general surprised Taylor by so openly criticizing Diem,
particularly to a non-Vietnamese. “I had not yet acquired experience with
the Vietnamese bent for running down their closest associates to the casual
passer-by.” “Big Minh,” as the general was known, had been instrumental
in the regime’s late 19535 victory over the Binh Xuyen, a notorious organi-
zation of thugs who had run Saigon’s brothels and police force. Minh had
a warm personality and was popular with the people and with his men, but
he carried an impressive yet empty title because of Diem’s distrust of his
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military leaders. Minh moaned that the situation was “extremely grave” be-
cause of poor leadership in Saigon. The regime blatantly courted certain
groups, classes, races, and even religions. It selected only those military per-
sonnel as provincial chiefs whose authority derived from Diem. Two chains
of command had resulted: The provincial chief controlled the Civil Guard
and Self-Defense Corps, and the generals nominally commanded those
ARVN troops sent on major operations. Cooperation between the fighting
groups proved impossible. Even though Diem had declared a national emer-
gency, he had not mobilized all the nation’s resources. Furthermore, Minh
insisted, Diem wanted “to downgrade the military” by rejecting any delega-
tion of authority to the ARVN’s officers. Minh and his colleagues felt that
“they were on a plane in a dive, and that they would soon reach a point
where it would have to be levelled off or it would be too late.”"

Diem’s own ministers likewise attested to his flaws. Vice President
Tho told Taylor that Diem must improve his leadership skills. The peas-
ants supported the Communists out of fear alone and would welcome
Saigon’s protection. The ARVN had mistakenly prepared for modern war-
fare when the enemy’s guerrilla tactics necessitated ranger forces capable
of unconventional fighting. If the government failed to protect the coun-
tryside, its people would continue flocking into the cities, causing more
economic problems and rampant unrest. Tho blamed Diem and urged a
more active U.S. intervention to ensure a better use of arms and aid.!®

Support for this bleak assessment came from Takashi Oka, a Japanese
journalist educated in the United States and now the Christian Science
Monitor’s East Asia correspondent in Saigon. In a letter to her home office
that made its way into President Kennedy’s files, she asserted that Diem
was the problem and that a change in government was imminent—either
under U.S. pressure or from an army coup. Diem had “lost all touch with
reality” and feared a coup more than he feared the Vietcong. Despite his
emergency proclamation, his brother’s wife, Madame Nhu, was preoccu-
pied with an attempt to ban nightclub dancers as immoral and put them in
paramilitary formations, while Diem satin long cabinet meetings, absurdly
planning the spacing of trees in new agrovilles and land development cen-
ters. For the past six months, news correspondents had been able to extract
only an unbroken monologue out of Diem that went on for hours without
focusing on anything of substance. His refusal to delegate authority had
resulted in administrative bottlenecks that obstructed mobilization of re-
sources and seriously damaged the war effort. The Vietnamese did not
want to go Communist, Oka insisted. Yet a “clearsighted leader” told her,
“If I have to choose between dictatorships, I will choose the Communist
one, because it is more efficient.”’

These grave circumstances caused some White House advisers to pon-
der the wisdom of dropping Diem. As preparation for a possible change in
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rule, the state department asked the Saigon embassy to compile a list of
persons and groups considered to be acceptable alternatives. In accordance
with the Vietnamese constitution, the first choice would be Vice President
Tho. Not only was he popular, but he also had the potential to bring to-
gether the country’s civilian and military leaders. Tho had been a friend of
Minh’s since their sharing a French jail cell during the early part of the
Indochina War. Another viable candidate was the Secretary of State for the
Presidency, Nguyen Dinh Thuan, who likewise enjoyed good relations with
the army and was once a civilian official in the defense department. A “mili-
tary caretaker government” under General Minh was acceptable. Casting
support for someone already in an official position would ease the transition
and arouse support from influential countrymen who found more fault with
Diem than the government.'8

The state department’s contingency actions were defensible because
Diem’s government was in deep trouble, as graphically evidenced by the
Vietcong’s growing terrorist activities in the areas directly above Saigon.
"The city was in near panic. Three scenarios seemed possible, none of which
could leave Diem in power: a palace revolution, a military coup, or a Com-
munist overthrow of the government. Chances were even for one of the
first two, but highly unlikely for the third because the Communists lacked
the military strength required. A palace revolution appeared to be under
consideration by senior government officials, who welcomed the involve-
ment of moderate anti-Communist figures. Under this arrangement, Diem
would remain in office to handle policy issues but leave their execution to
an emergency council. Only the military had the capacity to engineer a
coup, with its likelihood increasing in proportion to the Vietcong’s suc-
cesses in the field.!”

IT

DESPITE THE STUMBLING of the war effort, the state department wanted to
give Diem another chance to make changes. It took a turn toward past
policy by advocating a stronger demand for reforms in exchange for con-
tinued assistance. President Kennedy should urge Diem to create an Inter-
nal Security Council that could activate the Counterinsurgency Plan.
Otherwise, the United States would withdraw support. “Such a move would
require preparation, secrecy, surprise, and toughness.”?’

Most observers, however, insisted that the key to victory lay in using
U.S. troops to halt infiltration. That objective in mind, McGarr warned
Taylor that an injection of combat forces had to be substantial in size be-
cause of the need to seal the entire border around South Vietnam. The
minimum force required was two divisions along with helicopters and other
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reinforcements. The ARVN would help close the border by consolidating
its many isolated posts into a smaller number of larger and more defend-
able border bases whose security rested on interlocking patrols. When
Rostow explored the possibility of sending U.N. observers to the areas, he
had to admit that the border was a virtual “sieve” of countless jungle trails,
making tight surveillance impossible.?!

Another obstruction was the lingering shadow of the past. Diem had
survived a number of assaults on his rule. The dilemma was peculiarly his:
To reward his most talented officers with greater responsibility carried the
seeds of his own destruction; failure to do so would help the Vietcong
topple his regime. And this was not the only piece of history that bore
heavily on Diem’s calculations. His brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, told Lansdale
that the certain neutralization of Laos had stunned the South Vietnamese
people. Thatagreement alone would signal SEATO’s collapse and the U.S.
abandonment of its resistance to communism. Taylor’s visit had provided
a huge psychological lift because it suggested impending action. Butif noth-
ing decisive followed, Nhu implied, the message would become clear that
Diem was on his own.??

Nhu also argued that the Saigon government was waging the wrong
kind of war. The Communists sought tactical victories by the use of terror
in securing strategic positions that kept the South Vietnamese people off
balance and allowed them no time to prepare a defense. The South Viet-
namese likewise needed tactical victories rather than decisive encounters
on the field. “We must increase the number of ambushes of the Viet Cong,”
Nhu insisted. Such tactical conquests required “method and a thorough
follow-through which really is quite foreign to Asians.” ARVN troops should
have “the primary mission of liquidating the Viet Cong ambush on the line
of march.” The United States must train the officers to take the initiative
by “drawing the tiger out of the forest.”?*

The recent Vietcong torture and assassination of Colonel Hoang Thuy
Nam, chief of the South Vietnamese Liaison Mission to the International
Control Commission (ICC), heightened the alarm in South Vietnam. The
Vietcong had long regarded Nam as a major obstacle to its success. Vietcong
agents had kidnapped him on October 1, and more than two weeks later,
on October 17, authorities pulled his badly mutilated body from the Saigon
River close to a bridge on the northern edge of the city. Nam’s caretaker of
the farm, Nguyen Van Honshow, confessed to providing information about
Nam’s whereabouts to the Vietcong, who had threatened Honshow and
his family if he refused to help. Led by Nguyen Van Chang, a Communist
and long-time acquaintance and resident of the same village as Honshow,
ten Vietcong members of an organization called the “Front for the Libera-
tion of the South” abducted Nam from his farm and killed him.?*
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On the same evening that Nam’s body was discovered, the Diem gov-
ernment sent a letter to the ICC, accusing Hanoi of the murder. The next
morning the commission asked Saigon for evidence of North Vietnamese
complicity. Ambassador Nolting termed this request a major breakthrough
since the commission had the obligation to consider all information pre-
sented, including that gathered by the Jorden mission about border infil-
tration. The ICC letter offered Saigon an “unprecedented opportunity” to
justify military actions that came into conflict with the Geneva Accords.?’

The Saigon government argued that Nam’s assassination was part of
Hanoi’s plan to take over South Vietnam. The Lao Dong party (Commu-
nist) had passed a resolution in September 1960 designating Hanoi as the
linchpin of a revolution intended to overthrow the Saigon government
and “liberate the South.” Evidence revealed close ties between Hanoi and
an organization called “Forces for Liberation of the South,” which fol-
lowed the directives of Le Duan, general secretary of the Lao Dong party.
At the Third Party Congress held in Hanoi in September 1960, Le Duan
had advocated “subversion and aggression” against the Republic of Viet-
nam. That same month, the Hanoi Daily called for the “overthrow of the
dictatorial and Fascist regime of the American—Diemist clique” in Saigon
and its replacement with a “national democratic coalition government.”?¢

Hanoi, the letter continued, had founded the Forces for Liberation of
the South to make it appear thata “spontaneous popular movement” against
South Vietnam was under way. In actuality, the organization was subordi-
nate to the Lao Dong party, whose loyalty lay with the Communist leader-
ship in Hanoi. The party’s Central Committee had ordered a general
offensive in the south aimed at exploiting the unsettled situation in Laos
and the rest of Southeast Asia. In February 1960, Radio Hanoi took re-
sponsibility for an assault on the military post at Tay Ninh in South Viet-
nam by the Forces for Liberation of the South. In September 1961, Radio
Hanoi called the attack on Phuoc Thanh a party victory. At the last confer-
ence of the Interparliamentary Union in Brussels, Belgium, earlier that
same month, each delegate received an envelope from the North Viet-
namese embassy in Moscow containing propaganda for use by the Forces
for Liberation of the South.?”

The liberation front, according to the Diem regime, was thus the mili-
tary instrument of expanded Vietcong aggression against South Vietnam.
Interrogations of captured Vietcong cadres showed them to be well trained
and brought in by sea, across the seventeenth parallel, or through Laos and
Cambodia. The total Vietcong in central Vietnam had grown from a thou-
sand at the end of 1959 to five times that number by mid-1961. The Saigon
government had secured confessions or diaries establishing many Vietcong
as natives of South Vietnam who had regrouped in the north and reen-
tered the south either through Laos or along the coast of Quang Tri Prov-
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ince. Documents seized at Ca Lu showed that from October 1960 to Feb-
ruary 1961, the Vietcong had carted in weapons and munitions by sea and
mountain trails through Quang Tri (in addition to those transported ille-
gally across the frontiers of Laos and Cambodia). The growing arsenal
included machine guns, submachine guns, pistols, carbines, grenades, and
grenade launchers.?®

Vietcong methods had intensified in brutality since the end of 1960.
Until then, the Vietminh had sought to undermine the Diem regime by
propaganda and terror. But the pace of activity had quickened along with
its savagery. Millions of party pamphlets propagated lies about the Saigon
government, while the Vietcong engaged in abductions, murders, and
mutilations. When the Vietcong hit the capital of Phuoc Thanh province
in mid-September 1961, they brazenly executed its chief, his assistant, and
ten civil servants and inhabitants, including a woman and child. As recently
as October 12, the International Control Commission received reports of
806 deaths and 770 kidnappings. Photographs recorded grisly sights: nu-
merous beheadings of women and children along with government offi-
cials and teachers. The Communist party spread the saying, “Ki/l the Land
Robbers,” to encourage the wanton seizure of land from Diem’s supporters.
“One naily board for each square of land,” its party members declared in lay-
ing metal or bamboo spikes in weeds or marshy areas. Vietcong recruit-
ments also learned to block roads by building thorny bamboo barricades
with grenades concealed in the branches. All these horrors, the Diem re-
gime bitterly charged, were basic to the “Machiavellian plan of interna-
tional Communism” to seize control of South Vietnam.?’

The Saigon government’s assessment of Hanoi’s objectives and meth-
ods was correct, even if it overestimated North Vietnam’s control over the
Vietcong. The Lao Dong party in Hanoi had approved a revolutionary
war in the south that called for the eventual use of armed force in over-
throwing the Diem regime. A campaign of terror had ensued, driven by
intimidation, kidnapping, and assassination. Communists led the recently
organized National Liberation Front (NLF), but it had attracted a wide
following by calling for the overthrow of the “disguised colonialist regime of
the US Imperialists and the dictatorial government of NGO DINH DIEM,
lackey of the US,” and the establishment of “the people’s democratic and
coalition government.” Emphasizing that the U.S.-Diem forces exploited
the Vietnamese population, the NLF instructed its cadres to “respect their
customs and habits” and “respect local cadres” by “never consider[ing] our-
selves as their masters” and always avoiding “the likely embarrassing atmo-
sphere between a host and his guest.” Most important, the NLF’s organization
and direction had come from Communist party leaders in Hanoi. Although
they had begun the revolution with the intention of using political tactics to
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promote the peaceful reunification of Vietnam, Diem’s repressive policies
had pushed them into a more militant strategy aimed at his forceful over-
throw.?°

The conflict had reached crisis proportions by the time Taylor en-
tered Saigon in October 1961. To anxious South Vietnamese, his visit,
combined with Diem’s declaration of a national emergency and Colonel
Nam’s public funeral, underscored the danger. Security seemed so fragile
that the government canceled the October 26 National Day celebrations,
lamely explaining that it intended to devote the allotted resources to help-
ing those thousands of South Vietnamese left homeless by a recent flood
in the Mekong Valley. Particularly disturbing was the lack of confidence
felt by senior government and military officials in the premier’s capacity to
handle the growing crisis. Nolting warned Washington that these two
groups might collaborate in a coup.’!

Taylor noted a “great cloud of doom” in Saigon. South Vietnam suf-
fered from “a deep and pervasive crisis of confidence” resulting from a
feared Communist takeover of Laos, the Vietcong’s rapid growth, and the
hardships resulting from a massive flood in the Mekong Delta. It was a
“double crisis of confidence,” according to Schlesinger years afterward:
“doubt that the United States was really determined to save Southeast Asia;
doubt that Diem’s methods could really defeat the Viet Cong.” The ARVN’s
military campaign had sputtered due to a lack of intelligence about enemy
movements, the hazy command structure, and the static nature of its op-
erations. The Vietcong had taken the offensive, choosing targets at will
and openly harassing and intimidating the populace. Although Saigon’s
atmosphere was explosive, Taylor found no hard evidence of a coup in the
making. But loose talk could jell into action.*?

In these anxious surroundings, the issue of U.S. troops became the
paramount topic in the Saigon discussions. Diem bounced back and forth
on the issue, at first opposing them before reversing himselfin a later meet-
ing. Taylor likewise discerned a need for ground forces after talking with
the regime’s civilian and military advisers. The devastation in the Mekong
Valley, he calculated, provided a fortuitous occasion for introducing com-
bat forces under the appellation of flood control units. Taylor intended to
justify their use for well-publicized humanitarian reasons but, in McGarr’s
revealing statement, “with subsequent retention if desirable.” Nolting was
not supportive, complaining that these so-called combat engineers would
actually be “a self-contained unit” of infantrymen acting “under the rather
transparent cover of flood relief.” A U.S. troop presence would cause an
international uproar over the violation of the Geneva Accords while “shuf-
fling off” the ARVIN’s war responsibilities to “the much stronger, better
equipped Americans.” McGarr disagreed. The flood presented “an excel-
lent opportunity to minimize adverse publicity” by disguising U.S. troops
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as humanitarian relief workers. This approach permitted a withdrawal at
any time, and it meshed combat troops with those soldiers specializing in
logistics, transportation, and medicine.*?

The Taylor mission recommended increased numbers of U.S. mili-
tary personnel and closer cooperation with Saigon. Top priority was an
ARVN offensive that hinged on improved intelligence and provincial se-
curity, a more mobile army, and a ranger force capable of blocking infiltra-
tion from Laos. But Taylor regarded the injection of U.S. military forces
as key to success. In a written summation of “personal ideas” that he en-
titled “Introduction of U.S. Combat Troops” and gave to the Vietnamese,
he announced his intention to furnish helicopter reconnaissance of areas
in need of a “flood relief task force, largely military in composition,” that
consisted of engineering, medical, signal, and transportation personnel, as
well as combat troops to protect relief workers. “Obviously,” Taylor as-
serted, “such a military force would also provide [a] U.S. military presence
in Viet Nam and would constitute [a] military reserve in case of [a] height-
ened military crisis.”**

Taylor reported Diem’s concurrence with this “new phase in the war.”
The mood in Vietnam “was the darkest since the early days of 1954,” but it
was “one of frustrated energy rather than passive acceptance of inevitable
defeat.” Vietnamese morale would continue to dip without a “hard U.S.
commitment to the ground.” To show the world that the struggle had
reached a “turning point,” Taylor urged an appeal to the United Nations,
Diem’s public assurance of governmental reforms, and an exchange of let-
ters between President Kennedy and Diem that publicly proclaimed their
partnership. Diem felt confident that the introduction of U.S. soldiers in
connection with flood relief would attract the support of Saigon’s National
Assembly.?’ He realized that the arrival of American combat units would
feed Hanoi’s claims to his being a puppet of U.S. imperialism, but the
Vietcong posed more of a threat than did Communist propaganda. A stron-
ger U.S. military presence would facilitate his stay in power.

The plan seemed foolproof. Although the flood relief task force would
consist primarily of logistical troops, Taylor insisted that its presence would
assure Diem of “our readiness to join him in a military showdown with the
Viet Cong.” The program’s humanitarian aspect would avert charges that
the United States intended to take over the war. With the troops’ task
specifically stated, they could pull out without a loss of honor. “Alterna-
tively,” Taylor noted in a suggestive statement found in an “Eyes Only”
cable to the president, “we can phase them into other activities if we wish
to remain longer.” The optimum number of troops was 8,000, a force that
contained enough combat units to protect relief workers along with any
areas occupied by U.S. forces. Their involvement would raise the nation’s
morale by demonstrating heightened U.S.—South Vietnamese cooperation.
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Of course they would be at risk. “Any troops coming to [Vietnam] may
expect to take casualties.”?¢

During Taylor’s last meeting in Saigon on October 25, Diem itemized
his war needs. Taylor emphasized that Americans would pilot the helicop-
ters as American units under American commanders. Language problems
had impeded Thuan’s request for American instructors of the Civil Guard,
but he thought either Chinese or Koreans would be acceptable for both the
Civil Guard and the Self-Defense Corps. Diem preferred Chinese instruc-
tors and had learned from Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) that he was leery
about sending troops but amenable to providing nonuniformed personnel
who could, if required, engage in combat. Thuan remarked that even though
the number of those forces might reach the thousands, their presence could
more easily remain secret than troops in uniform. In view of the coming
harvest season of November and December, Diem sought U.S. assistance in
spraying deadly chemicals on rice crops in the high plateau that the Vietcong
regularly confiscated. He also repeated his request for armored boat assis-
tance in the struggle over the delta’s bountiful rice supplies. Thuan urged
destruction of the Vietcong base at Tchepone in Laos, because it permitted
the enemy to shell South Vietnam with recently introduced artillery. Fi-
nally, Diem asked that the White House assign Lansdale to Saigon—to which
some unidentified person from the state department scrawled in the margin
of the report, “No. No. NO!"7

Admiral Felt approved sending some military items to South Vietnam
even before Taylor submitted his report to the president. Helicopters, in
particular, would bolster the strength of both the central government and
the provinces. He had no preference over whether the pilots “should be in
uniform or sheep-dipped,” but he knew that Diem considered the aircraft
essential to his forces’ mobility. Echoing the Taylor mission’s thoughts,
Felt agreed that the administration should use the flood “as an immediate
cover.” He also recommended that army engineers and navy Seabees pre-
pare for an extended American stay by constructing an oil pipeline from
the Saigon docks to the airport and a road east from Attopeu in Laos. U.S.
combat troops could protect those work crews. Finally, he called for a T-
28 (Jungle Jim) armor-covered aircraft from the navy and the use of Chi-
nese Nationalist forces, who could be naturalized as Vietnamese and sent
to the delta, where they would join a substantial number of ethnic Chinese
already there.’

One member of the Taylor mission, Sterling Cottrell, expressed alarm
over its unvarnished military thrust and recommended that the United States
seek reforms while furnishing military and economic assistance. In an un-
settling statement, however, he expressed doubt that the Saigon govern-
ment could survive even with U.S. military aid. The introduction of combat
troops could serve no purpose at this time, even if their presence boosted
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South Vietnamese morale. But the troops should remain ready in case the
guerrilla conflict graduated into conventional war. The United States must
help South Vietnam, Cottrell admitted, but only in an expanded advisory
capacity. Direct involvement by either U.S. or SEATO military forces would
provide the Communists with the opportunity to remind the Viethamese
of their past colonial experience with the French. That Diem had requested
Lansdale as adviser provided an “ideal entree” for an escalated advisory
effort.’’

Taylor, however, insisted that a flood relief force was not a cover for
introducing U.S. combat troops. He too had gotten the “impression” that
observers regarded the idea as a “cover plan” for injecting U.S. soldiers.
“Such is not my view.” The flood had caused an emergency that Saigon
had to handle with relief measures as well as with military efforts necessary
to safeguard the region from Vietcong forces who had fled the swollen
waters and would return after their recession. “This concept does not
amount to a cover as it undertakes to conceal nothing.” The flood pro-
vided a “good reason” for sending military personnel, which, in turn, would
satisfy Diem’s request for troops to close the borders.*’

Taylor could not have believed his own words in denying that the flood
had provided a cover for inserting U.S. troops. The U.S. chargé in Saigon,
William Trueheart, bluntly termed the move a “subterfuge” for bringing
in U.S. soldiers to close the borders and prevent an invasion from the north,
thereby permitting South Vietnamese forces to dispense with the guerril-
las. Rusk was among several policymakers in Washington who joined Felt
and McGarr in noting the convenient opportunity afforded by the flood to
enlarge the U.S. military program.*!

Taylor had leaned toward the use of troops before he left Washington.
Years afterward, he admitted that he had departed for Vietnam in late 1961
“knowing the President did not want a recommendation to send forces.” On
his arrival, he became convinced of their need. His final report, however, did
not contain the arguments for troops found in the “Eyes Only” cables sent
to the president, leaving the erroneous impression that the general had not
made such a proposal. He had attempted to reduce the chances of combat by
recommending limitations on their number, having them wear civilian cloth-
ing, and assigning only noncombat duties. Yet he realized thata single Ameri-
can soldier in Vietnam constituted a military commitment and that the chances
were good for a military encounter. Did he not point to an imminent con-
frontation when the Vietcong returned to areas previously under flood wa-
ters? William Colby from the CIA station in Saigon likewise noted the
conventional nature of Taylor’s military ideas. Despite its innocuous label,
the flood relief task force would consist of U.S. military personnel. Whether
in uniform or, as Felt put it, “sheep-dipped,” the presence of thousands of
U.S. soldiers would trumpet a direct challenge to the Vietcong and Hanoi.*
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THE ONLY EFFECTIVE RESTRAINT on the Taylor mission could be President
Kennedy, who remained insistent on exhausting all other counterinsurgency
measures before considering a military solution. He was willing to increase
the size of the Military Assistance and Advisory Group, approve additional
military support for the Civil Guard, upgrade the training of the Self-De-
fense Corps and Special Forces, grant more assistance to the ARVN’s civic
action programs, tighten border controls, and enhance psywar methods.
He hoped to seal off the Laotian corridor to the Vietcong and close their
sanctuary. Kennedy also realized the importance of stabilizing the Cambo-
dian border and establishing good relations with that country. Finally, he
intended to work closely with Saigon in seeking the assistance of other
nations, particularly the British, in countering the guerrilla war. So touchy
was the troop question, however, that the president directed Taylor to
refrain from discussing his conclusions with anyone outside the mission
until he returned to Washington and they agreed on policy.*

The Saigon government meanwhile left the illusion of making changes
in accordance with Taylor’s recommendations. It established a broadly based
organization aimed at providing nationwide help to flood victims. Diem
accepted Thuan’s call for reorganizing the country’s intelligence services,
and government ministers discussed the creation of survey teams to exam-
ine security in the provinces. On a border force, Thuan considered Lansdale
the “ideal choice” to organize and command the Americans involved. Thuan
also reported the possibility of appointing a top-level executive board in
the government comprised of Nhu as chair and up to four cabinet mem-
bers, including Thuan himself. In defending the proposal, Thuan argued
that Nhu was the only person Diem trusted and should therefore receive a
specific cabinet duty closely aligned with the government official in charge
of national security. Nolting agreed. “It was the only feasible way to bring
about a delegation of authority by the President and have it stick.”**

But Diem continued to oppose any surrender of power, meaning that
the changes under way left only the veneer of progress. The key element
was the creation of an executive board to implement his directives. Al-
though Washington expected that group to act independently of Diem, its
hope was far different from the reality. Cabinet members came from the
Ngo family, and from this narrow bank of people would come Diem’s ap-
pointments to the executive board. Its chair would be his brother, Ngo
Dinh Nhu. Diem’s unbending resistance to delegating authority ensured
continued frustration in Washington and prolonged instability in Saigon.

Diem’s opposition to reforms led Jorden, mission member and author
of the forthcoming report on Vietcong infiltration, to explore the possibil-
ity of a coup, perhaps directed by the United States. Pressure for political
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and administrative changes had reached the “explosion point,” he told
Taylor, leaving the United States with a choice of approaches that ranged
from supporting the Saigon government to “engineering a coup against
the Diem regime.” If change did not occur in an orderly fashion, it would
“almost certainly come through forceful means carried out by an alliance
of political and military elements.” Jorden did not advocate U.S. promo-
tion of a coup at this time, largely because it was “not something we do
well.” But the United States must prepare for a coup by identifying with
the South Vietnamese people and not their rulers. Diem’s refusal to del-
egate authority had caused a “near paralysis” in administrative work in which
his family dominated governmental affairs and “Madame Nhu presides over
the women of South Vietnam like an Empress.” The ultimate step was “to
back a coup that would remove Diem from power.” But for now, the United
States must support changes that reduced Diem’s status to “figurehead and
symbol.”®#

Jorden was not the only U.S. observer to recommend preparation for
a coup: The National Security Council in Washington had just received
the same advice from Frank Child, who had spent two years in South Viet-
nam as member of a public administration training group under contract
with Michigan State University. Child argued that Diem “can only post-
pone defeat . . . he cannot win.” Without a massive infusion of U.S. com-
bat troops (which Child opposed), Diem could not survive past eighteen
months. Child discerned the distinct possibility of a military coup and urged
the White House either to break with Diem beforehand or to take the lead
in his overthrow. In the November 1960 attempt, three battalions of the
army’s elite paratroopers had led “a sort of coup d’etat” that sought to force
out Diem’s objectionable advisers while convincing him to terminate his
political control over the military establishment. The coup fell short only
when its leaders accepted a negotiated settlement. “Their political naivete,
their apparent lack of political aspirations or political connections left them
isolated, inactive, and ineffective during the crucial hours.” South Vietnam
had capable alternative leaders, Child insisted, but they were powerless. “A
military coup—or an assassin’s bullet—are the only means by which this
leadership will ever be exercised.” The White House must “prepare for or
. . . prepare such an eventuality.”*

"The United States had two major options: either promote a coup, which
it preferred not to do, or enhance the American military presence, which
more than a few presidential advisers were willing to do. Child’s analysis
drew praise from two members of the National Security Council staff,
Robert Johnson and Robert Komer. Johnson added, however, that the ad-
ministration would more than likely give Diem another chance. With Diem
now supporting U.S. military intervention, the White House might pos-
sess the leverage to condition assistance on governmental reforms. Komer
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again called for military intervention, this time asserting that “over-react-
ing” was “best at this point.” U.S. stature in Southeast Asia could not sur-
vive the loss of South Vietnam after the expected U.S. failure in Laos.
Perhaps there were other options. But Komer doubted it. The question of
combat troops would arise again. It was wiser to act before the war spread
and required “a Korean type commitment.” Komer did not want to be-
come involved in what he called “another squalid, secondary theatre in
Asia. But we’ll end up doing so sooner or later anyway because we won’t be
willing to accept another defeat. If so, the real question is not whether but
how soon and how much!”*

Taylor hoped that Diem would institute reforms once additional U.S.
advisers were in place. The establishment of a “limited partnership” neces-
sitated a major alteration in MAAG’s role in South Vietnam. “It must be
shifted from an advisory group to something nearer—but not quite—an
operational headquarters in a theater of war.” In its new role of “limited
partner,” the United States must maintain a middle position, “avoiding
formalized advice on the one hand, trying to run the war, on the other.”
Admittedly, the first installment of U.S. forces might prove insufficient to
close the frontier and end the insurgency. Indeed, “there is no limit to our
possible commitment (unless we attack the source in Hanoi).”*

The call for military action against North Vietnam permeated the
Taylor mission’s report. General William Craig warned that U.S. combat
forces would have no positive impact in South Vietnam unless they went
into Laos to cut off infiltration. Rostow insisted that the United States
must clarify its “intention to attack the source of guerrilla aggression in
North Vietnam and impose on the Hanoi Government a price for partici-
pating in the current war.” Cottrell declared that Americans should apply
“graduated punitive measures” to North Vietnam “with weapons of our
choosing.” Taylor insisted that his push for heightened military measures
marked no change in direction, but simply “an intensification of [the] ef-
fort toward the current policy.” The root of the problem lay in Hanoi.
Hence the call had risen for “an attack at the source.” Taylor denied that
he and Rostow had recommended bombing. They intended to tell the presi-
dent that “the real enemy, the real trouble is in Hanoi. If we can’t accom-
plish our purpose down here, we’re going to have to do something in North
Vietnam.”#’

Although Lansdale continued to oppose U.S. fighting forces, he pre-
sented two plans, both rejected by Taylor, that would send in Chinese
Nationalist soldiers under the guise of workers or advisers. The first was a
“human defoliation” proposal, offered as an alternative to chemical war-
fare. A Chinese Nationalist firm would receive timber concessions in the
Communist-controlled hardwood forests north of Saigon and then send in
armed workers, who would fell the trees while protected by South Viet-
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namese soldiers. “They might very well have to fight to get to the trees,”
Lansdale shrewdly observed, “so they would clean up the Viet Cong along
the way.” His second proposal called for 2,000 Chinese Nationalist veter-
ans, aged thirty-five to forty, from the army’s Special Forces to enter Viet-
nam as Vietnamese after being “sheep-dipped” in Saigon’s Chinese sector
of Cholon and given Vietnamese names. They would train the villages’
Self-Detense Corps in “weaponry, patrol, and intelligence reporting.” Tay-
lor was not interested in either plan. “Lansdale was an idea man, and he
could turn out ideas faster than you could pick them up off the floor, but I
was never impressed with their feasibility.”*°

The counterinsurgency approach still drew McGarr’s support, although
he joined Lemnitzer and Taylor in giving it a military predominance. If the
United States failed to take decisive action, McGarr warned, the unconven-
tional tactics now used by the Vietcong could give way to conventional war-
fare by North Vietnam. In his first twelve-month report as MAAG’s chief,
McGarr focused on the threat of overt aggression from North Vietnam.
The only way to win this protracted guerrilla conflict was through “an inte-
grated program of civic action, intelligence and psychological means, during
the Preparation Phase,” followed by the “Military Operational Phase,” and
concluding with the “Security and Reconstruction Phase.”!

The central need, McGarr emphasized, was additional military per-
sonnel to close the border between Laos and the high plateau of South
Vietnam. Increased infiltration from Laos had led to a significant Vietcong
buildup in the northern and central regions of South Vietnam. The best
estimate was that 17,000 “regular, numerically designated Viet Cong units”
were in Vietnam—more than double that of a year before. Evidence of the
ballooning infiltration came from ever-increasing Vietcong assaults along
with sharply intensified political and subversive activities in the southern
part of the Mekong Delta. The most important source of Vietcong strength
was in the south—10,000 in number, and the best trained and equipped—
all poised to strike Saigon.’?

The insurgency’s advanced status made the most immediate threat mili-
tary in nature, McGarr insisted. Vital to long-range success was the coor-
dination of governmental and military efforts through the creation of a
National Plan and a Central Intelligence Organization. Government forces
must adhere to the “amoeba principle” in clearing an area and slowly ex-
panding their control over the entire nation. Military morale suffered from
the widespread frustration resulting from “inadequate civil-military fol-
low through measures” that permitted the Vietcong to return to areas after
the ARVN pulled out.”

McGarr thought that the Taylor mission’s “most significant proposal”
was the call for U.S. military forces—"“to be accomplished, at least initially—
under a cover plan” based on the flood. “However, I am now convinced that
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unless deployed in sufficient strength the Viet Cong, both for military and
propaganda reasons, will eventually consider U.S. troops a prime target.”
American soldiers sent to the Mekong Delta mustarrive “expecting to fight”
and “prepared for [an] extended commitment.”*

McGarr realized that U.S. troops could not stop enemy infiltration
without becoming involved in the conflict. The war’s increasing tempo
pointed to direct U.S. participation. Vietcong prisoners along with docu-
ments removed from their dead comrades had verified the ARVN’s claim
that thousands of Vietcong had recently infiltrated the south through Laos.
If the war continued to escalate, Nolting concurred with McGarr, Ameri-
cans might have to fight.”

Despite the heavy risks of a widened war, White House planning fo-
cused on Taylor’s thinly disguised combat force. The Mekong Delta was
the center of the Vietcong’s strength, and that was the area hit hardest by
the flood. Taylor termed the introduction of U.S. troops an “essential ac-
> arguing that they would “conduct such combat operations as are
necessary for self-defense and for the security of the area in which they are
stationed.” Furthermore, they would “provide an emergency reserve to
back up the Armed Forces of the GVN [Government of Vietnam] in the
case of a heightened military crisis.” Finally, they would “act as an advance
party of such additional forces as may be introduced if CINCPAC or
SEATO contingency plans are invoked.” Although the ARVN would fight
the Vietcong, the U.S. forces would constitute a “general reserve” in fight-
ing “large, formed guerrilla bands which have abandoned the forests for
attacks on major targets.” South Vietnam was “not an excessively difficult
or unpleasant place to operate” and the “risks of backing into a major Asian
war” were not high. North Vietnam was “extremely vulnerable to conven-
tional bombing.” Finally, “there is no case for fearing a mass onslaught of
communist manpower . . . particularly if our air power is allowed a free
hand against logistical targets.”>%

Taylor’s proposal was seductively simple but highly dangerous, for it
entailed a potential long-range military commitment. It would establish a
base for later U.S. military actions aimed at building security while avert-
ing charges of intervention. It would permit continued freedom of action
regarding any combat commitment while providing a face-saving way out
in the event of failure. It would demonstrate the U.S. intention to stand by
South Vietnam in what Taylor had earlier termed a military showdown.
The well-known physical and environmental hardships associated with
South Vietnam’s rough terrain and weather, the threat of a Chinese Com-
munist intervention, the questionable effectiveness of bombing expedi-
tions—all these considerations Taylor dismissed as inconsequential.
Acceptance of his proposal would force the Kennedy administration to aban-
don counterinsurgency measures in favor of a military escalation. Robert

tion,’
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Johnson offered the most incisive observation. “If we commit 6-8,000 troops
and then pull them out when the going got rough we will be finished in
Viet Nam and probably in all of Southeast Asia.”’

ROBERT JoHNsoON had put his finger on the central enigma in any U.S.
troop commitment: How many soldiers were enough? Taylor’s plan for
introducing combat forces would paradoxically signal a major escalation in
the nation’s military involvement without providing enough men to make
a difference in the war. Several members of the administration expressed
concern, including Alexis Johnson and McNamara, who warned that Tay-
lor might tie the helicopters to his flood relief plan in an effort to facilitate
the movements of U.S. soldiers. Rusk appeared to favor U.S. troops but
hesitated because of Diem’s refusal to delegate authority to military com-
manders. Without that pivotal change, it was difficult to see how a “rela-
tive handful [of] American troops” could have a “decisive influence” on
events. Rusk nonetheless opposed a “major additional commitment [of]
American prestige to a losing horse.”*8

The implication of Rusk’s statement was unmistakable: The U.S. com-
mitment to South Vietnam could not waver, which meant that Diem must
either reform his government or leave it.
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THE STRANGE
SEDUCTION OF VIETNAM

As I knew from experience with my French friends, there was
something about Vietnam that seduced the toughest military
minds into fantasy.

George Ball, Autumn 1961

’ I \ HE PRESIDENT was deeply perplexed by Taylor’s call for combat
troops. Kennedy had resisted the pressure from the joint chiefs
and other military and civilian advisers, but Taylor’s abrupt change

of course threw a different light on the matter. Although the president held

avisceral distrust for military figures, he regarded Taylor as a masterful com-
bination of intellect and common sense whose personal and professional
qualities had meshed with his sensible call for a flexible and restrained for-
eign policy. Taylor’s record had suggested a natural opposition to commit-
ting U.S. ground forces to Asia. The Undersecretary of State for Economic

Affairs, George Ball, had hoped for better judgment from the general. “Yet,

as I knew from experience with my French friends, there was something

about Vietnam that seduced the toughest military minds into fantasy.”!

THE TROOP QUESTION became more complicated when the president sought
the views of a fellow Irish-Catholic and trusted friend during their Senate
days together, Democrat Mike Mansfield of Montana. Mansfield had long
opposed European involvement in Asian affairs as dangerously entangling
and purely imperialist. In earning a master’s degree in history, he wrote a
thesis that criticized the late-nineteenth-century U.S. involvement in Ko-
rea. Later awarded a Ph.D., he taught Far Eastern history at the University
of Montana, where in his classes he expressed disapproval of the French
involvement in Indochina. After his 1954 visit to Indochina, Mansfield wrote
a report that influenced the Eisenhower administration to support Diem.
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In 1956, Senator Kennedy spoke before the lobbying group known as the
American Friends of Vietnam, where he praised Mansfield as “a great friend
of Vietnam.”

In a stand that could not have been surprising, Mansfield staunchly op-
posed a military solution in Vietnham. The most effective resistance to com-
munism, he now argued in a statement that fitted Kennedy’s predilections,
came not from armed force but from broad social, political, and economic
changes that fostered democracy in the villages and provinces. The United
States could increase military and economic assistance, but it must not as-
sume the central task of stopping Communist infiltration and subversion. In
a statement that also was in harmony with the president’s sentiments,
Mansfield insisted that the responsibility for winning the war belonged to
the South Vietnamese alone. A U.S. troop involvement could lead to four
adverse results: (1) great fanfare followed by an embarrassing retreat; (2) an
indecisive and draining conflict similar to that in Korea; (3) an all-out war
with China while the Soviet Union stood on the side; (4) global war.?

The United States, Mansfield warned, must not send combat troops.
Its key allies would not join a fight against “third-string communist forces”
from North Vietnam. The Chinese Communists might intervene and make
South Vietnam “a quicksand for us.” The big question was, “Where does
an involvement of this kind end even if we can bring it to a successful
conclusion?” In Saigon? Hanoi? Beijing? Any level of troop involvement
in Asia would drain already thin manpower resources and endanger U.S.
commitments elsewhere while stirring up ugly memories of Western colo-
nialism. A military victory in South Vietnam would require a massive com-
mitment of American lives and treasure. If the United States lost, “we will
suffer disastrous repercussions throughout all of Asia and we will indeed
become the laughing stock of the world.”

President Kennedy had received a similarly negative analysis from
Harvard economist John Kenneth Galbraith. As an undergraduate at
Harvard, the young Kennedy had met the professor, and later as senator
had turned to him for economic advice before asking for his help in the
presidential race of 1960. Unfailingly blunt and cuttingly witty in his re-
marks, Galbraith had won the president’s trust not only in economic and
political matters but in foreign affairs as well. On the same day Taylor
submitted his report, Galbraith was in Washington for a state visit of In-
dian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and, at the president’s request, ex-
pressed his views on Vietnam. The situation, Galbraith warned, was
“perilously close to the point of no return.” The Taylor mission’s military
proposal included “all the risks of the operation in Korea of ten years ago,
without the justification of a surprise attack across the boundary, without
the support of the United Nations, and without a population determined
to fight for independence.”
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Galbraith insisted that the time was right to end the war in Vietnham
and seek a U.N.-supervised peace. The Geneva Conference on Laos was
about to close; the Communist front had weakened because of the growing
rift between Moscow and Beijing; Nehru was a respected neutral who could
transmit information between East and West; and the Taylor mission’s
suggestion of U.S. military intervention had raised Washington’s bargain-
ing power with the Soviets, Communist Chinese, and neutrals. The first
prerequisite was to replace Ambassador Nolting with someone more force-
ful. Governor W. Averell Harriman of New York, Galbraith argued, could
stand up to both Diem and the U.S. military in insisting on government
reform. Recently appointed Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern
Affairs, Harriman had served as ambassador to the Soviet Union during
World War II, and he now headed the U.S. delegation in the Laotian ne-
gotiations. Second, Galbraith continued, some country not closely associ-
ated with the United States should call for a U.N. resolution confirming
South Vietnam’s independence, and the Saigon government should re-
quest U.N. observer teams to investigate its charges of infiltration. Third,
a neutralized Laos was vital to prevent it from becoming a staging area for
further Vietcong operations in South Vietnam. Since India was chair of
the International Control Commission in Vietnam, the United States should
ask Nehru to approach Ho Chi Minh about calling for a cease-fire. Ho
must realize that Washington’s objective was an independent South Viet-
nam not necessarily allied with the United States, and, once peace came,
he must approve the establishment of commercial relations between North
and South Vietnam and accept both Vietnams into the United Nations.®

On the surface, Galbraith had suggested an enticing way for the United
States to pull out its special military forces from South Vietnam without
either abandoning the country or resorting to a major military involve-
ment. The chief U.S. failure, he later asserted, derived from “military mis-
calculation.” During a 1961 visit to Vietnam, U.S. military leaders had
briefed him an entire morning without giving sufficient attention to the
negative impact of jungle conditions on military operations. Galbraith in-
sisted that the “jungle terrain had its own implicit defenses” that under-
mined the United States’s traditional military approach. Not only did the
landscape and environment lessen the impact of superior firepower, but
the Vietcong could attack American troops and the Americans could not
distinguish the Vietcong from the citizens. Communism was irrelevant.
On a long trip north of Saigon one Sunday, Galbraith wondered how
Americans could discern a “Communist jungle from a free enterprise
jungle.” U.S. military officers never discussed these points, starkly expos-
ing their failure to understand the war.’

Forty years later, Galbraith believes that the war was unwinnable. He
admits to having been mistaken in the early 1960s by asserting that Diem
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was the central problem and that, by extrapolation, a change in leadership
might have changed the outcome. The Vietnam war was never winnable
because of the natural advantages held by the guerrillas in knowing the
land and being able to fade away into the population. But Diem’s poor
leadership had created the illusion that be was the problem and that the
simplest and most effective remedy was a coup. Like Mansfield, Galbraith
called for a military withdrawal.®

Kennedy realized that such an action would hurt U.S. credibility by
leaving an image of retreat. He could not adopt such a measure in a height-
ening Cold War that turned so heavily on posture and perception that the
mere appearance of defeat had a negative impact. The approaching neu-
tralization of Laos had already inflicted a major blow to U.S. prestige
throughout the region. Kennedy, partly in reaction to Laotian events, had
conveyed so many assurances to South Vietnam that a military withdrawal
would constitute a humiliating surrender guaranteed to damage U.S. stat-
ure for years. Although Galbraith’s argument was appealing in theory, it
was impossible in practice. The White House could not order a military
reduction without first being in the position to claim that South Vietnam
could stand on its own.

Another problem with Galbraith’s proposal became clear. He (and most
contemporaries) failed to grasp the depth of North Vietnam’s commitment
to reunifying the country under Hanoi’s control. Although the Vietcong
bore the brunt of the fighting, the great mass of evidence of North Vietnam-
ese assistance that the United States and South Vietnam had compiled should
have convinced the most hardened skeptic that Hanoi would not retreat from
its intention to drive all foreign peoples out of Vietnam. Nothing short of
South Vietnam’s destruction as a self-proclaimed nation could satisfy North
Vietnam and the Vietcong. Galbraith nonetheless argued that South Viet-
nam should come under U.N. sanction as a sovereign nation. His recom-
mendation had no chance without victory on the battlefield.

And, according to at least one news correspondent on the scene, that
victory was unlikely, for the Communists were winning this “hot war” in
the jungle. Robert Martin from U.S. News and World Report asserted that
the ARVN’s military situation had settled into “the dry rot of hopeless-
ness,” strikingly similar to that of the Chinese Nationalist Army after World
War II. A young South Vietnamese officer hesitated to take the offensive.
“Why should I fight? I get no support. My men have had no leave for two
years. My promotions depend not on what I do but on keeping out of
trouble.” The army sought to avoid contact with the enemy. In central
South Vietnam, alongside 165 miles of Laotian and Cambodian borders
containing hundreds of mountain trails, one ARVN division of 6,500 men
(3,000 fewer than the normal size) had the responsibility of protecting four
provinces encompassing 17,000 square miles of territory. Its headquarters
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was an outpost made of bamboo sticks ten miles away but requiring three
hours of difficult travel to reach because of a one-track road made of glue-
like mud in rainy seasons that clung to the wheels of jeeps and trucks.
Vietcong recruitments were successful not only because of intimidation
but also because its cadres promised fighters a gun, monthly pay, and the
right to remain in their own villages. Cash bonuses went to peasants who
deserted the home guards and brought their weapons with them. One cap-
tured woman declared that she was one of many females who had received
training in the north to mobilize women in the south, perform theatrical
shows filled with propaganda, and “comfort” Vietcong cadres. Many rural
schools had closed, village clinics lacked adequate medicine because of the
danger of the Vietcong’s seizing the supplies, and farmers feared attending
agricultural extension programs because of Vietcong threats. Transporta-
tion had come to a virtual standstill, which meant that the cities were un-
able to send manufactured goods into the countryside and rice became
scarce in the cities. U.S. military advisers were already in the field, armed
for protection but authorized only to give technical advice. Concluded
Martin: “Time is running out in Vietnam.”’

There is no reason to believe that President Kennedy thought the situ-
ation desperate and in need of a changed policy. He concurred with Mansfield
and Galbraith’s opposition to U.S. combat troops, but he was not willing to
risk the certain strategic and political fallout of a military withdrawal.
Mansfield’s warnings against direct military participation convincingly fore-
casted an entangling, open-ended involvement. Galbraith’s plan offered the
attraction of averting armed U.S. intervention, calling for South Vietnam’s
independence, and, by seeking to diminish North Vietnam’s reliance on
Communist China, easing the tense Sino—Soviet struggle for Southeast Asia.
But Kennedy knew that South Vietnam could not stand on its own. He also
realized that the United States could not curtail its military involvement
without sustaining a heavy political cost. Neither Mansfield nor Galbraith
had presented a viable solution to the fundamental issue dividing Washing-
ton and Hanoi: the U.S. objective of sanctifying an independent, non-Com-
munist South Vietnam, and North Vietnam’s demand for a reunified country
in line with the Geneva Accords of 1954. This irreconcilable difference threat-
ened to make war the ultimate solution.!”

While the president pondered the alternatives to a troop involvement,
the Taylor mission submitted its report, entitled “A Limited Partnership,”
directly to him on November 3, 1961. At four o’clock in the afternoon,
Taylor and the mission members filed into the Oval Office to wait for the
president. As the group milled around the historic room, Taylor light-
heartedly remarked that he wanted to soak up every detail of his surround-
ings so he could answer the excited inquiries of his daughters. He then
eased into the president’s famous rocking chair and began swaying to and
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fro—at precisely the time the president walked into the room. The startled
general bolted upright, bringing the chair with him since it had been a
tight squeeze. Kennedy ignored Taylor’s embarrassment as he, much to
Lansdale’s undisguised delight, hurriedly wriggled out of the chair and
returned it to its original position.!!

Taylor quickly turned the attention of the meeting to the mission’s rec-
ommendation for combat troops. They would train the South Vietnamese
Air Force, relieve ARVN forces at Danang in the northern sector of the
country, and advise on engineering projects and the use of military equip-
ment. Although Taylor emphasized that they would fight only if attacked,
he admitted the potential for direct action. If Hanoi did not call off its guer-
rilla war on South Vietnam, the United States would have to decide whether
or not to continue sponsoring a war that crossed international borders. Did
those under attack have the “right to strike the source of aggression, after
the fact of external aggression is clearly established?” The United States
must “cover action in Southeast Asia up to the nuclear threshold.” Taylor
ensured success “if the right men are sent to do the right jobs.” In private
afterward, he and Rostow grimly warned the president that Diem could not
last more than three months without U.S. military help.!?

Despite Diem’s request for Lansdale’s return to Vietnam, the general
would not do so immediately. After the Taylor team presented its report
and left the room, the president asked Lansdale to remain for a few mo-
ments. “I want you to work on Cuba,” Kennedy declared. The Bay of Pigs
fiasco still weighed heavily on the president’s mind, causing him to regard
the Caribbean troubles as more pressing than those in Vietnam. Lansdale
would soon attempt to mastermind the fall of Fidel Castro through a top-
secret operational plan code-named “Mongoose.” He would not return to
Vietnam until mid-1965."3

The Taylor report, the president realized, left the door open for a full-
scale U.S. combat engagement. Based on a section written by Rostow, the
general argued in his cover letter to Kennedy that the United States must
strike at the source of the Soviet Union’s “wars of liberation.” Taylor wished
years afterward that he had taken an even stronger stand. “Had I known
what the future held, the better course would have been to introduce a
strong American combat force right then, and see whether that wouldn’t
deter the enemy when they saw that indeed the United States was ready to
fight for this place if necessary.” The time might come when the United
States must “attack the source of guerrilla aggression in North Vietnam
and impose on the Hanoi Government a price for participating in the cur-
rent war which is commensurate with the damage being inflicted on its
neighbors to the south.”!*

Since South Vietnam was in such dire straits, Taylor preferred a counter-
insurgency strategy that tilted sharply toward military correctives. The U.S.
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experiences in the Philippines and Greece suggested that the best approach
to putting down a Communist insurgency was to take the offensive. Rang-
ers and specially equipped company-size ARVN units must pursue the
guerrillas into the jungles, using hunter—killer tactics aimed at putting them
on the defensive. U.S. military and civilian personnel would act as advisers
and collaborators (as in Laos) in pacifying areas cleared of Vietcong. U.S.
helicopters would enhance the ARVIN’s mobility and flexibility, and defo-
liation projects would eliminate the Vietcong’s food supplies. The United
States 7zust undercut the Communists’ claim that the Vietcong was “the
local wave of the future.”?’

The mission concluded that the United States must establish a “lim-
ited partnership and working collaboration with the Vietnamese.” Such a
sweeping program necessitated changing MAAG from an advisory group
to “an operational headquarters in a theater of war.” Only joint U.S.—South
Vietnamese efforts could achieve civil-military cohesion.!®

The next day, in Rusk’s conference room on the morning of Saturday,
November 4, Taylor and several of the president’s advisers focused on
raising the number of combat troops higher than the 8,000 called for in the
proposal. Taylor reported that President Kennedy “instinctively” opposed
their use, even though they would focus on flood relief and withdraw within
a “matter of months.” McNamara expressed the prevailing sentiment among
the group in declaring 8,000 soldiers an insufficient number to save South
Vietnam and that the White House might have to use all the nation’s re-
sources against North Vietnam. In a position not consistent with his recol-
lection years afterward, Ball spoke not only in favor of a troop commitment
but for expanding its number beyond that recommended by the Taylor
mission. The dispatch of the “8,000-man force,” he shrewdly observed,
actually committed the United States to “unlimited action.” If troop de-
ployment was a fait accompli, “Why wait on going at Hanoi?” The Ameri-
can people would understand a total commitment but not one of a limited
nature. “A larger force is preferable.” Lemnitzer agreed. “We must com-
mit the number of troops required for success.” Rostow assured his col-
leagues that neither Hanoi nor Beijing posed a significant risk to American
action. Taylor and others preferred a “Berlin-type commitment.” Thus
the debate did not focus on wherher to commit U.S. fighting forces; it cen-
tered on the number necessary to complete the task. The real issues at the
meeting were, as William Bundy noted, “dissatisfaction with the half-in,
half-out, nature of the ‘flood relief task force,” and a consensus of disbelief
that once thus engaged the US could easily decide to pull the force out.”!”

The sentiment for combat troops was overwhelming. President
Kennedy had expected Taylor to provide feasible alternatives to a military
buildup. Instead, Taylor had joined the hard-liners even before he left for
Saigon and, once there, became an ardent supporter of sending American
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troops. Realizing, however, that the president did not want to commit
American boys to the war, the general offered a bogus alternative.

The November 4 meeting placed even greater pressure on Kennedy to
intervene. Even Ball, who later opposed American combat troops, fell in line
with the others. His memoirs, written in 1982, self-servingly declare that he
was “appalled at the report’s recommendations” and feared that with such a
commitment we “would find ourselves in a protracted conflict far more seri-
ous than Korea.” The Vietcong were “mean and tough,” as the French came
to realize in the 1950s, and a direct U.S. military involvement could provoke
the Chinese to intervene as they did in Korea. No outright invasion had
occurred in Vietnam, making this a “revolutionary situation” heavily tinged
with anticolonial sentiment. “T'o my dismay, I found no sympathy for these
views.”!® Even though Ball had come closer than others in recognizing the
struggle as revolutionary in nature, the official record shows that he too had
succumbed to the strange seduction of Vietnam. The pressure for U.S. com-
bat involvement in the war had reached formidable dimensions that only the
stiffest presidential opposition could resist.

Later that same day, the state department instructed Nolting to ap-
proach Diem about delegating governing authority in exchange for U.S.
acquiescence in a “joint effort” to win the war. Washington had a new
idea: the establishment of a National Emergency Council in South Viet-
nam (growing out of Diem’s October declaration of a national emergency),
headed by Tho and with Thuan as secretary. All business between Diem
and the departments of government would pass through the council, with
Nhu acting as liaison. Furthermore, “a mature hard-headed” American
would participate in all council decisions. Nolting did not believe that Diem
would make any governmental changes that divested him of power. He
might agree to a council having executive authority, but only with Nhu as
chair and both Tho and Thuan as members. Moreover, Diem could not
permit an American “to participate in all decisions” because this idea sug-
gested a concession of governmental control to the United States. Diem’s
resistance to change had narrowed the Kennedy administration’s options.!?

The greatest danger in a U.S. troop commitment lay in a matching
Vietcong escalation followed by a Russian or Chinese involvement. A spe-
cial intelligence analysis asserted that the United States could airlift more
materials to the ARVN, deploy 8-10,000 troops as a flood relief unit, send
25—40,000 combat troops, and, with each step, threaten to bomb North
Vietnam if its help to the Vietcong did not end. But it also noted that such
air assaults would not stop the infiltration and that Moscow and Beijing
might intervene. Despite the joint chiefs’ call for sending U.S. troops,
Generals MacArthur, Eisenhower, and James Van Fleet warned against

doing so. Escalation ensured a wider war.??
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IT

Rumors or U.S. Troops had drawn a strongly negative reaction from Com-
munist nations, neutrals, and even America’s allies. North Vietnam, Com-
munist China, India, France, and the United Kingdom urged the Kennedy
administration to reject such a provocative measure. A North Vietnamese
official announced at a late October press conference in Geneva that the
Vietnam Democratic Party (Communist) had warned against the insertion
of combat troops, and North Vietnam’s foreign minister, Ung Van Khiem,
had proclaimed to the National Assembly that “the U.S. imperialists must
be held responsible for the consequences” of such a “dangerous move.”
Less than a week later, the Vietnam Fatherland Front asserted that if ei-
ther American or SEATO troops entered the conflict, the 16 million people
in North Vietnam “would resolutely stand beside their 14 million compa-
triots in the South.” The front appealed to the Geneva cochairs and the
International Control Commission to halt U.S. intervention as a violation
of the Geneva Accords, which Hanoi had “consistently upheld.” At the
ongoing Geneva Conference on Laos, the Communist Chinese delegate
warned that the introduction of U.S. troops in Vietnam would undermine
any Laotian agreement. And at a luncheon in the home of Jacqueline
Kennedy’s mother and stepfather, Indian Prime Minister Nehru informed
the president of his adamant opposition to U.S. soldiers. The White House
countered that Hanoi had engineered the insurgency and that a Commu-
nist victory in South Vietnam would provide a pattern for conquest that
might spread into other troubled areas throughout the world.?!

"This international opposition to U.S. combat troops failed to dissuade
Rusk. He admitted that the arrival of U.S. soldiers at that touchy time
might endanger the Laotian negotiations. He realized that increased com-
mitments to Saigon would come during the ongoing Berlin crisis and might
encourage Hanoi to take advantage of the U.S. preoccupation with Ger-
many to raise the level of infiltration. “I didn’t necessarily oppose sending
combat troops to Vietnam,” Rusk later observed; “I just wanted Kennedy
to realize that this was truly a fateful decision with enormous consequences.”
The flood cover was not wise. “If we wanted to send troops, we ought to be
straightforward about it.”??

Rusk joined other advisers in thinking the mission’s recommended
number of soldiers insufficient. After all, he warned the president, the dis-
patch of combat forces to South Vietnam would signal “the ultimate pos-
sible extent of our military commitment in Southeast Asia.” Perhaps the
only way to save South Vietnam was to convince the Communist nations
of Washington’s “willingness to commit whatever United States combat
forces may be required to accomplish this objective.” In an assertion that
must have startled the president, Rusk declared that the number of ground
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forces available was six divisions, or about 205,000 men, which, he insisted,
would not endanger the administration’s Berlin policy.??

Rusk was not the only adviser victimized by his illusions. William Bundy
wrote a memorandum summarizing the range of “good” and “bad” sce-
narios based on U.S. intervention that, he declared in his first draft, “took
the Taylor recommendations to their logical conclusion.” The best sce-
nario, Bundy asserted, rested on Diem’s making all the desired changes
because of the infusion of 8,000 American forces and Hanoi’s calling off its
offensive. “Only trouble is—it’s unlikely!” Before the memo went to the
president, Bundy added the words “inclined to recommend” a heightened
military commitment to South Vietnam because of the “steady growth of
doubt all that week” in Vietnam. Taylor’s naval aide, Lieutenant Com-
mander Worth Bagley, agreed that the major purpose for sending combat
forces was to raise South Vietnam’s morale and not to engage in any “posi-
tive military task other than that of self-defense.” Their very presence would
encourage Diem to make administrative changes long wanted by the United
States. A notable increase in U.S. assistance along with the assignment of
“a small American force” would signify South Vietnam’s importance to
America’s own security “and should be just as convincing to the ‘other
side’ whether we commit 8,000 men or 80,000 men.” In a curiously naive
statement, Bagley asserted that the United States did not seek a “positive
military objective,” making it “difficult to see how our forces can become
mired down in an inconclusive struggle.”?*

Bundy and Bagley’s ideas underlined the narrow understanding that
Washington’s policymakers had about the ramifications of deploying U.S.
combat troops. They argued that the mere presence of such forces would
lift South Vietnam’s morale, lead Diem to implement reforms, and con-
vince Hanoi that its efforts were hopeless. The Americans would not en-
gage in offensive operations, eliminating the danger of their becoming
bogged down in Asian jungles or rice paddies. In the meantime, the ARVN
would shield the Americans from the Vietcong. This was naiveté to the
extreme. Americans in the beleaguered area would become exposed to en-
emy fire, ensuring a direct combat involvement. As Bagley later admitted,
they would “take up the sword and try to win the war.”?

McNamara nonetheless joined Rusk in urging the president to send a
contingent larger than that called for by the Taylor mission. The defense
secretary agreed with Gilpatric and the joint chiefs that the proposed 8,000-
man force was not sufficient to convince “the other side (whether the shots
are called from Moscow, Peiping [Beijing], or Hanoi) that we mean busi-
ness.” The 8,000 men should therefore constitute the “initial” installment of
a number that would grow in accordance with need. McNamara assured
Kennedy that if Hanoi and Beijing intervened directly (as Rusk had declared),
the United States could amass 205,000 ground forces without endangering
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its Berlin policy. A major intervention would avert a web-like affair by
showing the enemy that “we mean business,” whereas a limited involve-
ment “would be almost certain” to cause the United States “to get increas-
ingly mired down in an inconclusive struggle.” The White House must
make a public commitment to preserving South Vietham from commu-
nism and warn Hanoi that its continued help to the Vietcong meant cer-
tain “punitive retaliation” against North Vietnam. “The chances are against,
probably sharply against, preventing that fall by any measures short of the
introduction of U.S. forces on a substantial scale.”?¢

Like the joint chiefs, the secretaries of state and defense regarded U.S.
combat forces as crucial to South Vietnam’s salvation. Their major con-
cern was timing: A troop introduction prior to a Laotian settlement could
cause the Communists to break the cease-fire in that country and force a
decision on whether to send U.S. armed forces there as well. But if troops
went into South Vietnam after a settlement in Laos, they might reaffirm
U.S. determination throughout the region and stabilize both countries.
Negotiations over South Vietnam were not possible because the Commu-
nists insisted on a neutralization settlement similar to that about to take
place in Laos. This step was not “desirable or necessary, given the scale of
Viet Cong action and the stronger position of the GVN [Government of
Vietnam] and the greater accessibility of Viet-Nam to the United States
and SEATO.”?

Thus the president’s two top advisers advocated dispatching almost
twenty-eight times the number of combat troops to South Vietnam that
the Taylor mission had recommended. The first contingent would locate
just below the seventeenth parallel, assigned the responsibility of warding
off any North Vietnamese invasion and thereby releasing ARVN forces to
take the offensive. Ancillary to this central military task was the improved
training and equipping of the Civil Guard and Self-Defense Corps by U.S.
advisers, the use of American helicopters and light aircraft to enhance the
ARVN’s mobility, and the creation of a specialized border ranger force to
halt infiltration from Laos. The United States would also provide airlifts,
special intelligence, air—ground support, and aerial reconnaissance and
photography.?® The essential component in the expanded U.S. military
commitment was combat troops.

Rusk and McNamara were like Taylor in failing to see that one Ameri-
can soldier in South Vietnam signified a full-scale commitment. All three
advisers ignored reality in suggesting that 8,000 American military per-
sonnel did not constitute a large-scale intervention and that this show of
force would convince the enemy to relent. What if 8,000 combat troops
failed to back down Hanoi? Could 205,000 American soldiers accomplish
the task? If not, what would be the next level of commitment? This shal-
low thinking guaranteed a steadily escalating involvement.
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In a short time, Ball came to fear the snowball effect of a troop com-
mitment, and, in a reversal of his stand just three days earlier, he privately
warned Kennedy against Taylor’s troop recommendations. The interna-
tional lawyer and undersecretary of state for economic affairs had had first-
hand experience with the French during their final days in Indochina during
the mid-1950s, and he no longer believed that the White House should
become militarily involved. Years afterward, he recalled McNamara mak-
ing many assurances of victory that rested on computerized analyses. “Well,
Bob, look,” Ball interjected on one occasion, “I’ve heard all of that before;
the kill ratios, the cost effectiveness aspects of various operations, the body
counts. The French had exactly the same statistics and they lost.” Now, to
Kennedy, Ball issued the same warning. “T'o commit American forces to
South Vietnam would . . . be a tragic error. Once that process started, . . .
there would be no end to it. Within five years,” Ball darkly predicted, “we’ll
have three hundred thousand men in the paddies and jungles and never
find them again. That was the French experience. Vietnam is the worst
possible terrain both from a physical and political point of view.” T'o Ball’s
surprise, the president appeared unwilling to explore the matter. “George,
you’re just crazier than hell. That just isn’t going to happen.”?’

At first it is difficult to explain the president’s reaction to Ball’s warn-
ing. Critics claim that Kennedy leaned toward troops but felt confident
that he could maintain restraints on their number. Others argue that the
president remained opposed to combat forces and dismissed Ball’s fears
out of hand. Ball later expressed uncertainty about Kennedy’s response
and would not venture a guess about his real feelings. But based on the
president’s consistent reluctance to commit troops, it is certain that he
regarded a single troop commitment as the beginning of an elastic involve-
ment. The initial installment would automatically lead to a second and a
third, until the entanglement became virtually irreversible. The result would
be either a full-scale war that offered no assurance of victory or a humiliat-
ing withdrawal that dealt a crippling blow to U.S. prestige.*°

In an early November conversation with Schlesinger, Kennedy moaned
about his shortsighted advisers: “They want a force of American troops.
They say it’s necessary in order to restore confidence and maintain mo-
rale. But it will be just like Berlin. The troops will march in; the bands will
play; the crowds will cheer; and in four days everyone will have forgotten.
Then we will be told we have to send in more troops. It’s like taking a
drink. The effect wears off, and you have to take another.” Kennedy,
Schlesinger later asserted, meant that Americanization of the war would
not occur during his presidency and that Ball need not worry about seeing
“300,000 American troops in the rice paddies of Vietnam.” The president
thus “disagreed with Ball’s prediction because he agreed with Ball’s analy-
sis.” The war was South Vietnam’s to win or lose, Kennedy continued to
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believe. If it became “a white man’s war,” the United States would dupli-
cate the French debacle.’!

The president’s fears were warranted: His advisers wanted to go be-
yond merely patrolling South Vietnam’s borders to hitting Hanoi. Had
not Rusk and McNamara raised the initial troop ceiling from 8,000 troops
to 205,000? U.S. military forces, they asserted, should stand ready “to strike
at the source of the aggression in North Viet-Nam.” Rostow wanted the
immediate dispatch of 5,000 U.S. (or SEATO) forces to the seventeenth
parallel as replacements for the 3,500 ARVN forces already there. The
U.S. soldiers could help put down the insurgency “short of engaging in
detailed counter-guerrilla operations but including relevant operations in
North Viet-Nam.” They could also deal with an “organized Communist
military intervention.” No one, Rostow emphatically declared, envisioned
their fighting in the paddies and jungles. “No one is proposing at this stage—
although the issue may have to be faced—selective action in North Viet
Nam if Communist infiltration does not stop.” But the United States must
“move without ambiguity—without the sickly pallor of our positions on
Cuba and Laos.” The Communists would “back down.”3?

Once again, the president’s advisers failed him by not examining all
the implications of a troop injection. They were correct in asserting that a
military presence would demonstrate U.S. determination while bolstering
Saigon’s flagging spirits. But the other side of the issue outweighed that
intangible positive impact. The move would imperil the delicate Geneva
negotiations over Laos (a point admitted by Rusk and McNamara), and it
would encourage an unlimited U.S. commitment, regardless of the origi-
nal force size.>* If American soldiers failed to act when circumstances de-
manded, Hanoi would gain a major propaganda victory. If they reacted
decisively, the U.S. involvement could become complete, making the war
no longer South Vietham’s to win or lose. Either outcome undercut the
wisdom of sending U.S. fighting forces into Vietnam.

President Kennedy again resisted the pressure for combat troops by
advocating alternative measures. In a White House meeting on November
11—the same day the memos arrived from Rusk, McNamara, and Rostow—
the president asked several probing questions. Could the assistance pro-
gram succeed without combat forces? How could the administration
overcome the opposition of Democratic Senator Richard Russell of Geor-
gia and others in Congress? If the administration decided against sending
soldiers, what reasons should it give Diem? What changes in South Viet-
nam would force a reconsideration? How did the question relate to the
ongoing talks on Laos? How much of the U.S. commitment to Diem was
conditional on his instituting reforms? The president agreed with Rusk
and McNamara in opposing the immediate dispatch of combat troops, but
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he rejected their call for a “categorical commitment to prevent the loss of
South Vietnam.” Would not such a commitment necessitate combat troops?
Those advisers at the meeting concurred with Ball in warning that “a flat
commitment without combat forces was the worst of both worlds.” The presi-
dent declared that “sending organized forces was a step so grave that it should
be avoided if this was humanly possible.” He would approve U.S. troops
only as “a last resort”—and even then only as part of a SEATO force.**

The military solution thus remained an option. Washington notified
Nolting that it would not send combat units in lieu of other public and
diplomatic measures intended to halt infiltration. The president preferred
a “partnership” with Diem. The defense department, however, continued
“preparing plans for the use of U.S. combat forces in SVN under various
contingencies, including stepped up infiltration as well as organized . . .
(military) intervention.” The administration sought to exhaust all expedi-
ents short of U.S. ground forces. In the meantime, it expected to partici-
pate in decisions on military, political, and economic matters that affected
South Vietnam’s security.*’

The president had not taken an unequivocal stand against combat
troops, thereby encouraging supporters of the move. Taylor later insisted
that Kennedy had felt no compunction to declare a commitment to South
Vietnam because he had already done so in NSAM 52 of May 11, 1961.
The president, Taylor wrote, “never indicated any opposition of which I
was aware to the thesis that we must be prepared to go all the way if we
took this first step—one of the prime lessons of the Bay of Pigs.” Rostow
confirmed this interpretation by recalling that after the president had ap-
proved all parts of the Taylor report except that of sending troops, he stood
up and asserted: “If this doesn’t work perhaps we’ll have to try Walt’s Plan
Six; thatis, [a] directattack on North Vietnam.” As Rostow wrote, Kennedy
“took the minimum steps he judged necessary to stabilize the situation,
leaving its resolution for the longer future, but quite conscious that harder
decisions might lie ahead.”’¢

I1I

"THE PRESIDENT’S middle-of-the-road position drew a mixed reaction. Robert
Johnson spoke for several state department colleagues in declaring this a
“strategic moment” for sending combat troops and proving that “we are
prepared to prevent the fall of Viet Nam.” T'wo veteran diplomats, Harriman
and Bowles, opposed any military involvement in South Vietnam. Harriman
warned against tying U.S. prestige to Diem’s “repressive, dictatorial and
unpopular regime.” Bowles, as undersecretary of state, urged both Rusk
and Schlesinger to accept a political solution. In supporting Diem, the
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United States was “headed full blast up a dead end street.” Both Harriman
and Bowles favored a negotiated military withdrawal.?”

Harriman advised the president to accept an approach similar to that
followed in Laos. The grizzled veteran of the diplomatic wars had been
greatly distraught at the situation in the state department when assuming
his new position as Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs.
The McCarthy witch hunt of the previous decade had devastated the state
department’s Asian bureau after China’s conversion to communism in 1949.
“A wasteland,” Harriman lamented. “It’s a disaster area filled with human
wreckage.” The United States must take advantage of the Soviet Union’s
interest in stabilizing Southeast Asia by concluding the negotiations over
Laos in such a manner that no country could use it as a staging area against
South Vietnam. The United Kingdom and the Soviet Union, as cochairs
of the Geneva Accords of 1954, should then assemble the powers directly
concerned about Vietnam—the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, the
United States, Communist China, France, North and South Vietnam, and
India—to seek a settlement based on the following terms: an immediate
cease-fire; a temporary division of Vietnam with a mutual renunciation of
force and the establishment of commercial arrangements between the sec-
tors; a strengthened or replaced International Control Commission to ob-
serve and enforce agreements; and the possibility of elections in reunifying
the country. Once hostilities eased, the United States would reduce its
military presence.’®

Given the administration’s Cold War mindset, the chances for nego-
tiations over Vietnam seemed minimal. President Kennedy showed no in-
terest, particularly while infiltration continued from the north. Rusk likewise
opposed negotiations. The other side would seek U.S. concessions in ex-
change for stopping illicit actions that were tantamount to “highway rob-
bery.” Kennedy feared that postponing stronger measures in an effort to
encourage talks with the Communists would appear to be a “major crisis of
nerve.” Concurrence came from Democratic Senator Stuart Symington of
Missouri, former Secretary of the Air Force under President Truman and
now an influential member of the Armed Services Committee and chair of
the Subcommittee on the Middle East and South Asia. Symington had just
returned from a visit to the embattled region. The White House, he told
the president, must take direct military action. “Whether it be Saigon, or
Berlin, or some other place, I do not believe this nation can afford further
retreats.”?’

Kennedy recognized the need for strong measures, even appearing to
ponder the use of combat troops while, in reality, slowing the momentum
in that direction by requesting more information and working toward a
partnership with Saigon. In other instances of firm U.S. action—Iran,
Greece, Berlin, Lebanon and Jordan, Quemoy and Matsu—“we have come
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home free.” He asked Rusk and McNamara to examine the nation’s 1947
intervention in Greece. What was the U.S. commitment in men and money?
“Are we prepared to send in hundreds and hundreds of men and dozens
and dozens of ships?” Anything less seemed ineffective. “Or am I misin-
formed?” He questioned the guns used in counterguerrilla warfare. Were
they too heavy for the small Vietnamese soldier? Picking up one of the
long-range but heavy U.S. Army M-14 rifles then in use, Kennedy pointed
it to the window of the Oval Office and keenly observed that the thickness
of the jungles made close-up firing more likely and raised questions about
the present rifle’s utility. The shorter-range, lightweight carbine that he
had used in the Pacific during World War II seemed more acceptable.
“You know, I like the old carbine. You aren’t going to see a guy 500 yards
in the jungle.”*

The president’s tactics did not ease the pressure for combat troops.
Rostow saw no danger of Chinese intervention as long as U.S. ground
forces did not cross the seventeenth parallel. “Then—but only then—do I
believe they would go to war with us.” Just before a morning meeting of
the National Security Council on November 15, McGeorge Bundy sub-
mitted a memo to the president, reporting a conversation with Rusk in
which he argued that the White House should announce a “Rusk-
McNamara Plan and fire all concerned if it doesn’t work.” The United
States “must meet Khrushchev in Vietnam or take a terrible defeat.” A
White House commitment to a single division of combat troops would not
escalate the conflict. “Iith this decision,” Rusk insisted, “I believe the odds
are almost even that the commitment will not have to be carried out.”
Bundy was convinced that this idea had the support of Rusk, Taylor, Rostow,
and the vice president. “That is why I am troubled by your most natural
desire to act on other items now, without taking the troop decision. What-
ever the reason, this has now become a sort of touchstone of our will.”#!

"This conflicting advice weighed heavily on the president at the Na-
tional Security Council meeting as he repeated his reluctance to commit
U.S. troops to South Vietnam except, perhaps, on a multilateral basis. “Ko-
rea was a case of clear aggression which was opposed by the United States
and other members of the U.N. The conflict in Viet Nam is more obscure
and less flagrant.” In an irrefutable statement, he declared, “[I] could even
make a rather strong case against intervening in an area 10,000 miles away
against 16,000 guerrillas with a native army of 200,000, where millions
have been spent for years with no success.” The French would provide no
support, to which remark Rusk noted British opposition as well. The sec-
retary of state nonetheless thought that a firm policy in South Vietnam
similar to that in Berlin might work without forcing Americans into com-
bat. Kennedy sharply disagreed, insisting that the issues and opposing sides
were clear in Berlin, whereas in South Vietnam the situation was “vague
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and action [was] by guerrillas, sometimes in a phantom-like fashion.” The
United States must avoid any action that suggested a unilateral violation of
the Geneva agreements. It must “place the onus of breaking the accords on
the other side and require them to defend their actions.”*

The president nonetheless considered it imperative to appear strong
wherever the Communists posed a threat. McNamara countered that di-
rect U.S. military intervention would clarify matters in South Vietnam by
aiming U.S. power at the sources of Vietcong strength, including those in
North Vietnam. Hanoi was the most important area and “would be hit,”
Rusk declared, while admitting that an attack would “raise serious ques-
tions” because it was more of a “political target than a military one.” Any
military actions in North Vietnam must first disable all Vietcong airlifts
into South Vietnam “to avoid the establishment of a procedure of supply
similar to that which the Soviets have conducted for so long with impunity
in Laos.” But, the president asked, where would the United States base its
operations? On aircraft carriers? Were they not vulnerable? Lemnitzer af-
firmed the need for carriers but added that Taiwan and the Philippines
would provide the bases of action. McNamara admitted the need for a
larger injection of U.S. troops, planes, and matériel than previously
thought.*

The president still doubted the wisdom of a major military escalation.
Would McNamara recommend such a move if SEATO did not exist? Yes,
grimly responded the defense secretary. What would be the rationale?
Lemnitzer tersely replied that a “Communist conquest would deal a severe
blow to freedom and extend Communism to a great portion of the world.”
As with Laos, Kennedy found it difficult to justify strong actions in South
Vietnam while doing nothing in Cuba. Lemnitzer snidely added that the
joint chiefs felt that “even at this point the United States should go into
Cuba.” Overlooking this gratuitous remark, the president expressed con-
cern about the reaction of neutral nations and the American people and
Congress. Rather than make a decision at this time, Kennedy again tried to
defuse the pressure by asserting that he wanted to discuss the matter first
with his vice president, who had been unable to attend the meeting.**

Later that same day, Rusk directed Nolting to seek Diem’s reaction to
the administration’s decision to accept everything in the Taylor report ex-
cept U.S. combat troops. In exchange for the premier’s agreement to a
joint program along with the implementation of reforms, the United States
would increase its military and economic aid. The relationship would be
“much closer” than advisory in that the United States expected “to share in
the decision-making process in the political, economic and military fields
as they affected the security situation.” In the meantime, more U.S. mili-
tary personnel would assume “operational duties” aimed at helping South
Vietnam win the war. Such responsibilities were “more suitable for white
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foreign troops than garrison duty or missions involving the seeking out of
Viet Cong personnel submerged in the Viet-Nam population.”*

And yet, the call for more stringent military action did not abate, for
shortly after the president’s decision, Hilsman joined Taylor and other
advisers in continuing the push for combat troops. As director of the state
department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research, Hilsman had overseen
a recent study of guerrilla warfare that recommended correctives focusing
on civic action, intelligence gathering, police work, and “constabulary-like
counterguerilla forces.” But South Vietnam’s problems, he believed, had
reached emergency proportions. The flood afforded an opportunity to com-
bine strategic with humanitarian objectives by sending in 8,000 American
forces as the “entering wedge” for more. Indeed, this proposal could pro-
vide the opportunity to implement the U.S. Army’s new concept of a For-
eign Liaison Assistance Group (FLAG), which entailed a three-step
introduction of U.S. troops as first humanitarian or civic action teams, then
Special Forces, and, finally, as regulars. The dispatch of the initial contin-
gent “should be undertaken only as part of a more fundamental decision to
follow through with a Korean-scale action if need be.”*¢

The president realized that these military measures would American-
ize the war and inquired into their legality. The state department’s legal
counselor and member of the Harvard law school faculty, Abram Chayes,
doubted the U.S. case for attacking North Vietnam. The doctrine of “hot
pursuit” permitted immediate retaliatory action on enemy bases located
near the Laotian or North Vietnamese borders, but a direct assault on
Hanoi or other strategic positions deep inside North Vietham would go
beyond the self-defense guarantees found in international law or in the
U.N. Charter. The right of individual or collective self-defense contained
in Article 51 of the charter came into play only after “a direct external
attack upon one country by the armed forces of another.” An armed attack
justified an immediate counteraction that did not necessitate U.IN. approval.
“In cases of aggression that fall short of armed attack, however, it would
not be consistent with the purposes of the United Nations for the United
States as a UN member to proceed to the use of armed force to defeat acts
which it considers aggressive.” The U.N. member must seek a judgment
from the United Nations Organization itself./

The Kennedy administration remained open to sending combat troops.
In a circular telegram to selected embassies, the state department indicated
that even though it did not contemplate sending combat forces to South
Vietnam, “nothing currently envisaged rules this out should it become
necessary.” Such action would involve exceeding the ceilings understood
by the International Control Commission and the Geneva Accords. The
emphasis must be on the violations by North Vietnam. The forthcoming
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Jorden White Paper would focus on Hanoi’s aggression and thereby gain
support for the American position.*

With the issue of combat troops still very much on his mind, the presi-
dent asked Galbraith to inspect the situation in Saigon en route back to his
post in India. Not only did the president’s invitation suggest his growing
attraction to Galbraith’s views, but it also demonstrated the ambassador’s
important place in the president’s inner circle of confidants. Kennedy knew
that Galbraith would recommend pulling out and leaving the problem to
the Vietnamese. This command to visit Vietnam was particularly gratify-
ing to Galbraith. After the Taylor mission’s visit to the White House, its
report was on the desk in the Oval Office, and Galbraith asked to see it.
Rostow asserted that it was top secret and doubted that Galbraith had se-
curity clearance. Galbraith grabbed the copy, huffily declaring that his clear-
ance was the same as Rostow’s.

It did not take long for Galbraith to send his reaction, which, he later
declared, was “well received by the president and not by his advisers.”
Taylor’s flood relief task force was an “exceedingly half-baked” ruse for
sending troops. “Once there, they would use a shovel with one hand and
deal with the guerrillas with the other.” A resort to U.S. troops would be a
mistake. “[S]ince there can’t be enough of them to give security to the
countrysidel,] . . . their failure to provide security could create a worse
crisis of confidence.” Galbraith opposed the use of force and called mili-
tary involvement a “slippery slope” that would broaden U.S. participation.
Based on his experience as director of the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey
in 1945-46, he considered bombing “random cruelty” and militarily inef-
fective. The president must break with Diem, who had recently capitalized
his troubles by becoming the center of “intense theological disputes” at
home. Many observers lamented that Diem was “a great but defamed leader”
whose administration had become “exceedingly bad.” No major conflict
could depend on logistic support backpacked by peasants over jungle trails.
Indeed, he scoffed at White House concern over the insurgents. “Wash-
ington [was] currently having an intellectual orgasm on the unbeatability
of guerrilla war.” If guerrillas were effective in a ratio of one to fifteen or
even more, “the United States would hardly be safe against the Sioux.”°

“The only solution,” Galbraith concluded, “must be to drop Diem.” It
was “politically naive” to believe that he could make substantive changes at
home. To win the war, he would have to assign more power to the army,
and the result would be his own fall from power. Coup rumors were ram-
pant—to the point, according to Nolting, that a mere nod from the United
States could set one in motion. “It is a cliché,” Galbraith continued, “that
there is no alternative to Diem’s regime. . . . This is an optical illusion
arising from the fact that the eye is fixed on the visible figures. It is a better
rule that nothing succeeds like successors.” The South Vietnamese army
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presented a viable option that would buy time until the return of civilian
rule. The U.S. cause was not hopeless—unless “we marry our course to
that of a man who must spend more time protecting his own position and
excluding those who threaten him than in fighting the insurgency.” As
matters stood, “we are now married to failure.”!

Rostow adamantly disagreed with Galbraith’s assessment. He assured
the president that Galbraith had failed to grasp the international dimen-
sions of the war. Infiltration from the north had increased the number of
guerrillas from 2,000 in 1959 to the present total of 16,000 (not counting
the Communist Civil Guards). On one route into South Vietnam, more
than 400 a month had migrated during the first half of 1961. Nearly 70
percent of the growing enemy force were local recruits; 25 percent were
South Vietnamese trained in the north and returned to the struggle; only 5
percent were North Vietnamese regulars. The infiltrators comprised well-
trained “political cadres and soldiers, the hard core of the Viet Cong ef-
fort.” The open frontier provided the chief means of escape from army
pursuit. The Greek government of the 1940s, Rostow declared, had put
down the Communist insurgency only when the Stalin-Tito rift forced a
closing of the Yugoslav refuge. In Malaya and the Philippines, the estab-
lished governments prevailed because the Communists had no frontier.
Galbraith, Rostow hotly declared, had “grossly underestimated the mili-
tary significance of the infiltration process.”

Rostow again dismissed the widespread concern about a U.S. troop
presence leading to a full-scale war. No one, he emphasized, expected
American soldiers to join “sweeps through Vietnamese territory.” But they
could conduct special missions if the struggle went badly and necessitated
an escalated involvement. They would release ARVN forces for fighting
by providing “a plateglass presence” along the seventeenth parallel and by
protecting the towns in the countryside, both in the plateau and along the
coast. U.S. forces could help build roads and participate in other engineer-
ing and logistic projects. Finally, they could assist the South Vietnamese if
the Vietcong initiated open warfare.’?

In a startling recommendation, Rostow told President Kennedy that
the White House must consider instigating a coup if Diem failed to make
changes. The administration, Rostow argued, must not permit the Vietcong
to claim it legitimate to wage a guerrilla war across a border. In an appeal
to the president’s concern over his place in posterity, Rostow insisted that
the “New Frontier will be measured in history in part on how that chal-
lenge was met.” There was no way to dodge the issue. “No amount of
political jiu-jitsu is going to get us off that hook.” If the United States
could overcome South Vietnam’s political and administrative problems
through a combination of “partnership and pressure, we shall get a lift of
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confidence which would, among other things, make it more safe to help
induce a coup.”*

About a week later, Galbraith wrote the president again, likewise sug-
gesting the possibility of a coup, though not one inspired by the United
States. From New Delhi, Galbraith warned Kennedy that South Vietnam
was “a can of snakes.” Although he considered himself accustomed to Ori-
ental politics and government, “I was not quite prepared for Diem.” A
proposal recently made to Taylor revealed a lot about the premier. That
proposal was to have a helicopter carry Diem from the palace to the air-
port. Transport by car necessitated a motorcycle escort for protection, and
all residents along the route had to take in their laundry, close all windows,
keep their heads in, and stay off the streets. Travel by helicopter “would
make him seem more democratic.” If Diem left Saigon even for a day, he
required all cabinet members to see him off and welcome him back. He
suffered from a lack of intelligence information, the need for centralized
army control, the confusion resulting from the provincial governors’ dual
responsibility as army generals and political administrators, and the “sub-
servient incompetence” of these political administrators. Diem saw a
“greater need to protect himself from a coup than to protect the country
from the Viet Cong.”>’

IV

GALBRAITH WAS WRONG in his negative assessment of the Vietcong’s capa-
bilities but correct in discerning the threat of a military coup. His error
about the enemy’s resiliency would not become clear for some time, but
his second point concerning a coup threatened to materialize in the near
future. Hilsman cited “two reliable reports” that high-ranking military lead-
ers in Saigon were planning to overthrow Diem. Much of the generals’
animosity focused on the Nhus, who had recently launched a strident news-
paper campaign against the United States. In late November, General Minh
strongly criticized his government when talking to the U.S. Army attaché.
The general had rushed to the attaché on the same day that the anti-Ameri-
can newspaper barrage had started, so fearful of Nhu’s agents that he had a
bodyguard with him. Diem’s alleged reforms in the military, Minh insisted,
were “shams” designed to fool the United States. Interference by Diem
and his family in military matters had spawned an alarming situation. Briga-
dier General Le Van Kim, a subordinate of Minh’s and a long-time critic
of Diem, concurred. The next day, Colonel Pham Van Dong, Deputy
Commander of the Third Army Corps, confided to the attaché that he had
discussed the possibility of a coup with the commander of that corps, Briga-
dier General Le Van Nghiem, who wanted to “wait and see how things go
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before we take sides.” According to Minh, Diem had become a “puppet” of
his brother Nhu, who, Dong interjected, intended to seize control of the
government. Rostow urged the White House to investigate the likelihood
of a coup if Diem failed to make changes.*

In the event of a coup attempt, the United States put several contin-
gency plans in place. Above all, the administration must not become iden-
tified with a coup that failed. Relations with Diem would be at “almost
dead end.” It seemed probable that all the United States had to do to en-
sure a coup was to declare its preference for the constitutional succession
of Vice President Tho. Nhu, however, had already criticized Tho and would
probably seek his assassination. If a struggle for power developed, it would
involve Diem, the ARVN officers, Nhu and his Can Lao agents, the Com-
munists, and the religious sects—all of which would lead to chaos and profit
the Communists. U.S. involvement should be on the side of the military
officers and seek to end the takeover as quickly and cleanly as possible.’”

The president rejected the coup route, choosing instead to approve a
tightened joint effort with South Vietnam that would provide a safe middle
ground between Galbraith’s recommendation to drop Diem and the Taylor
mission’s call for combat troops. NSAM 111 accepted all the Rusk—
McNamara recommendations of November 11 except the call to make a full
commitment to saving South Vietnam. The United States agreed to furnish
an air lift and uniformed personnel to South Vietnamese forces, more equip-
ment and manpower for air reconnaissance and related activities, and small
craft and uniformed advisers and operating personnel for coastal and in-
land water assignments. It accelerated training and equipping of the Civil
Guard and Self-Defense Corps, and it provided the personnel and equip-
ment needed for improving the military—political intelligence system be-
ginning at the provincial level and moving upward. It also arranged for
operational collaboration with South Vietnamese military forces, expanded
economic and relief assistance, more administrators and advisers, and a joint
survey of provincial conditions affecting the counterinsurgency program.
In turn, the Saigon government must put the country on a war footing and
welcome non-Communist participation in making decisions. About a week
later, the president authorized a “selective and carefully controlled joint
program of defoliant operations” (“Ranch Hand”) aimed at undermining
the Vietcong by killing tall weeds and thick underbrush along key infiltra-
tion routes and by denying food in areas where a resettlement plan and
alternative food source were available for the peasants. NSAM 111 did not
authorize U.S. combat troops.’

It would be easy to agree with those critics who insist that President
Kennedy was a Cold Warrior who intended all along to escalate the war,
even to send combat troops. NSAM 111 carried the suggestive title of “First
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Phase of Viet-Nam Program,” which implied the imminence of more de-
cisive measures. Had he not mobilized U.S. military forces against the So-
viets during the Berlin Wall crisis that previous August of 1961? Had he
not asserted to McNamara and Rusk that only U.S. resolve in other world
crises had allowed it to “come home free”? But these actions were mislead-
ing. The president wished to retain his options while trying every expedi-
ent short of U.S. fighting forces. He never wavered from his stand that
only South Vietnam could win the war.’”

The public impression remained, however, that the White House
seemed inclined toward a deeper involvement in the war. Rostow called
for U.S. help to the Saigon government to clear out all villages in the bor-
der area with North Vietnam that ran from the seventeenth parallel south
to Cambodia and label this a “kill area” in which ARVN forces would shoot
everything that moved. The war, he insisted, was not winnable without a
sealed-off Laotian border. A neutral Laos under supervision of the Inter-
national Control Commission might reduce infiltration. Just across the
border in Laos, the Vietcong had captured the towns of Tchepone, Muong
Phine, and Saravane, allowing its forces to control the Lao Bao Pass and
countless elephant trails into South Vietnam. Some American experts
wanted “special forces” to hit North Vietnam’s key communication and
transportation facilities.

The president’s call for closer cooperation with Diem drew flack as
the Vietnamese press, secretly spurred by the Nhus, viciously attacked the
United States’s conditional aid plan as another instance of raw imperial-
ism. “Vietnam Not a Guinea Pig for Capitalist Imperialism to Experiment
On,” proclaimed one editorial headline. Nolting thought that Diem had
told the truth in declaring that his government had had nothing to do with
the articles, although the premier hotly insisted that the White House call
for a “quid pro quo” arrangement “played right into the hands of the Com-
munists” by providing them with “a monopoly on nationalism.” Dang Duc
Khoi, a government officer who soon became its press representative, as-
sured the U.S. embassy’s Public Affairs Office that Madame Nhu had en-
gineered the bitter press campaign. The Nhu family had had “a fit of
temper” because of NBC correspondent James Robinson’s critical account
of an interview with Madame Nhu. She directed the Director General of
Information, Tran Van Tho, to unleash an assault against the American
press—without Diem’s knowledge. Not until Thuan and Tuyen informed
Diem did he know that she had been responsible.®!

Tho’s directives to the press went farther than Madame Nhu had en-
visioned. The criticisms focused on U.S. “interference” with Saigon’s gov-
ernment and using the leverage of “conditional aid.” Tho reminded the
U.S. embassy of his long-standing opposition to freedom of the press and
cited the recent controversy as justification. The articles in the Thoi Bao
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would inflame the populace against Americans as “capitalist-imperialists.”
Tho assured John Anspacher, the embassy’s counselor for public affairs,
that if he convinced the American press to “report correctly” about South
Vietnamese affairs, the Saigon government would “persuade” the South
Vietnamese press to stop the anti-American stories. Anspacher responded
that his government could not regulate the American press and that U.S.
officials were “walking on eggs.”®

Nolting reported a “marathon” session with Diem and Thuan on De-
cember 1 that lasted for more than four hours and was somewhat encour-
aging. Diem repeated that U.S. influence in his government would hurt
the war effort, and yet he expressed appreciation for President Kennedy’s
help and understood his reasons for attaching aid conditions. Even though
the atmosphere of the meeting was friendly, Diem was “evidently smart-
ing” from the attacks on him and his family in the American press. Nolting
again denied his government’s role in the press accounts, particularly those
in Time magazine that emphasized the need for South Vietnamese “con-
cessions” in exchange for more aid. Thuan noted that the stories raised
nationalist feelings and interfered with a joint program. “I cannot over-
stress [the] disservice which certain press stories and obvious leaks have
done, and are doing, to our cause here.”®

Diem assured Nolting that he had already made changes intended to
widen the base of his government. He planned to reactivate the National
Internal Security Council and have it meet twice a week as a “war cabinet.”
He would soon appoint the “most active anti-communist patriots” to Pro-
vincial Councils having advisory and real powers. Eventually they would
hold office by election. On the issue of military command, Diem declared
that he had already delegated full authority to the Field Command to plan
and carry out operations. Diem approved what McGarr had been doing
for months: helping General Minh plan and take the offensive. Diem still
opposed American participation in administrative decisions because of cer-
tain resentment from nationalist South Vietnamese and the opportunity
this opened to Vietcong propaganda. How could he publicly declare that
he needed Americans to carry out his national revolution? Americans be-
came frustrated when matters failed to go “their way,” which then aroused
resentment among South Vietnamese. He and Thuan, however, agreed to
invite selected Americans to take part.®*

Nolting expressed mild encouragement regarding the recent changes.
Diem insisted that before attempting to build a “superstructure” of de-
mocracy, he wanted an “infrastructure of democracy” based on education,
civic responsibility, administrative capabilities, and political toleration. The
prerequisite to success was personal security, which made the war a battle
for the “hearts and minds” of the South Vietnamese people. Diem intended
to become more accessible to the people by meeting with them and giving
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monthly radio talks. But he refused to broaden his government by inviting
in “dissidents or fence sitters.” The improved “public image” of Diem
wanted by Washington, Nolting added, could come only with victory in
the field. In the meantime, the few concessions agreed to by Diem along
with others that might come on a gradual basis should ultimately turn the
war around and lead to the Vietcong’s defeat.%’

In early December 1961 the greatly expanded U.S. aid effort, code-
named “Operation Beef-Up,” got under way, but not without complaints
about American infringements on South Vietnam’s sovereignty. Diem re-
acted coldly to the White House overture about helping the Saigon gov-
ernment make decisions. South Vietnam, the premier retorted, “did not
want to be a protectorate.” The state department softened its demands.
The result was, according to Rusk, a partnership “so close that one party
will not take decisions or actions affecting the other without full and frank
prior consultation.” The “Memorandum of Understanding” approved by
Diem on December 4 established a “limited partnership” that rested on
South Vietnam’s maintaining responsibility for winning the war and on its
building an “infrastructure of democracy.”%

Rostow wanted faster action and urged the president to send Lansdale
back to Saigon. “I do not believe that all the choppers and other gadgetry we
can supply South Viet-Nam will buy time and render their resources effec-
tive if we do not get a first class man out there.” Rostow was not alone in
making this proposal. In a surprising reversal of form, the state department
had also pondered the advisability of sending Lansdale to Saigon as an “ex-
plainer” of the U.S. position. Lansdale warned the president and others in a
White House meeting that Diem feared a U.S. attempt to repeat the French
experience of placing its people in key positions and gradually assuming com-
plete control. Lansdale opposed a return to Vietnam for reasons he had ex-
plained in late November to General Samuel Williams. Lansdale had rejected
the claim that South Vietnam could not win the war with Diem as leader.
“So, one of the thoughts being ginned up is that I go over as his personal
advisor and, presumably, clobber him from up close. I pointed out that this
was a duty without honor and I'd be damned if I'd do that.”®’

To justify the expanded U.S. military commitment to South Vietnam,
the White House on December 8 authorized the public release of William
Jorden’s long anticipated state department “White Paper” documenting
infiltration from the north. Entitled A4 Threat to Peace: North Vietnam’s Ef-
forts to Conquer South Vietnam, it argued that under the doctrine of “collec-
tive self-defense,” Saigon could request outside help. The irony is that
Jorden’s report sent a message to Diem that his biggest threat came from
the outside, supporting his argument that domestic reforms were second-
ary to stopping infiltration. He became convinced that the United States
regarded South Vietnam as so integral to the Free World’s fight against
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communism that the Kennedy administration had no choice but to help
his government.®®

On December 11 the first two contingents of about thirty-three U.S.
helicopters landed in Saigon, accompanied by four single-engine training
planes and 400 uniformed personnel as pilots and ground crews. Although
assigned to the ARVN in the field, the helicopters would remain under
U.S. Army control. The following day the New York Times called this pro-
gram “the first direct military support by the United States for South
Vietnam’s war against Communist guerrilla forces.” The story, however,
did not appear on the front page of the Times, even though it considered
the move “the first fruits” of the Taylor mission. The three-member In-
ternational Control Commission recognized the pivotal nature of the U.S.
decision. Its Canadian, Indian, and Polish representatives held several emer-
gency meetings to determine whether to terminate their functions in South
Vietnam in light of the recent U.S. military buildup that had violated the
Geneva Accords by raising its uniformed personnel to nearly 1,500 in num-
ber. Less than a week after Jorden’s report appeared, on December 14, the
White House formally announced a program of enhanced U.S. assistance
to Saigon brought on by North Vietnam’s violations of the 1954 agree-
ments. The following day, the administration publicly released the letters
between Kennedy and Diem that signified a formal agreement to expand
the U.S. assistance program in South Vietnam.®’

To facilitate the new partership, the United States made the enlarged
MAAG secondary to a much more broadly organized group known as the
Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACYV), and subordinate to
CINCPAC in Honolulu. The U.S. military’s dominant role became evi-
dent when MACV dutifully acknowledged the dual political and military
thrust of the counterinsurgency program but could not hide the notable
absence of the word advisory from the title (as in MAAGQ). Like the Greek
experience of the 1940s, the senior U.S. military officer would help plan
and make decisions about military operations; but if the conflict intensi-
fied, as it had in Korea, he could assume responsibility for its conduct.
MAAG thus faded into the background in the face of a “military assistance
command” that had a joint staff headed by the “Commander, US Military
Assistance Command, Vietnam.””?

For the new position as Commander of MACV, McNamara and Rusk
approved Taylor’s nomination of Lieutenant General Paul Harkins, who
had been General George Patton’s deputy chief of staff in North Africa
and Europe during World War II. After serving as Taylor’s chief of staff of
the Eighth Army in Korea, Harkins became Field Force Commander for
SEATO and, when Taylor assumed the superintendent’s office at West
Point, his commandant of cadets. Although well acquainted with South
Vietnam, Harkins had no experience with insurgency warfare. Gilpatric
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had mild reservations. Harkins, Gilpatric later declared, “was diplomatic all
right, to a fault, in a sense that I think he didn’t have strong enough convic-
tions.” The president recognized these dangers but accepted McNamara and
Rusk’s recommendation. Over Hilsman’s protests, Kennedy emphasized the
impossibility of pushing past the joint chiefs a young officer with no guer-
rilla warfare experience over a general: “The military would crucify me.”
Taylor called Harkins “a natural” and led the way in promoting him to a
four-star general. McNamara outlined the requirements for advisers in South
Vietnam to the secretary and the army’s chief of staff. He called for a greater
number of officers and men capable of field duty in a semicombat role—
particularly that of unconventional war in a rigorous climate. “We have got
to have the first team there; I am not sure we do now.” The joint chiefs
considered Harkins an excellent choice for assuming what McNamara termed
“the most difficult job in the U.S. Army.””!

The new arrangement could not have pleased McGarr. Lemnitzer in-
formed the general that the administration had approved a U.S. military
assistance command and that its head as the senior U.S. military represen-
tative in South Vietnam would have the dominant voice in military mat-
ters, on both the American and the South Vietnamese side. To impress
Diem with the heightened counterinsurgency effort, a four-star U.S. gen-
eral would assume control and MAAG would serve under his command.
Lemnitzer realized that the new command structure would be “something
less than a Christmas present” for McGarr, but felt confident that he would
make the adjustment.”?

In the meantime, Nolting’s claim that Diem had changed his attitude
toward reform proved overly optimistic. General Minh had recently in-
formed the premier of the use of task forces as provided in a military cam-
paign plan worked out by CINCPAC. Diem became immediately suspicious
and demanded to know why the task forces were to operate under the field
command. Minh explained that they would focus on specific actions against
heavy Vietcong centers and thus help corps commanders fulfill their paci-
fication responsibilities. Diem strongly disapproved. Then on several oc-
casions afterward, senior officers close to Nhu suspiciously asked whether
Minh sought control of the task forces in an effort to carry out a coup.
When Minh later presented a border control plan to Diem that was similar
to that drawn up by MAAG and modified by the field command, Diem
told him to “hold off” while he studied a British proposal. Minh complained
that he felt like an “officer without portfolio.” Armed agents, he insisted,
regularly followed him, and his own guards had arrested two armed men
near his house who were identified as Thuan’s “private detectives.””?

Diem’s fear of a coup had prevented him from delegating authority to
his military officers from the chain of command all the way down to field
units. Antiguerrilla operations required tactical flexibility and great initiative
in reacting to sudden dangers. This “vicious circle,” Rostow argued, would
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break only if a coup succeeded, “but for us to encourage one would involve
grave risks.” Lansdale understood Diem’s apprehension about a coup—es-
pecially when his field commander, Minh himself, had been “outspoken”
about one. Only an enhanced U.S. military involvement in South Vietnam
could stabilize the political situation and unify the country’s armed forces.”

The U.S. military buildup came at precisely the time that the Vietcong,
under Hanoi’s direction and as Lansdale had warned President Kennedy,
expanded its activities. By late 1961, the Vietcong had developed an opera-
tional base in the Central Highlands. The Communist party had just is-
sued a circular declaring, “The People’s Revolutionary party has only the
appearance of an independent existence; actually our party is nothing but
the Lao Dong Party of Vietnam, unified from North to South under the
direction of the central executive committee of the party, the chief of which
is President Ho.” On December 11, North Vietnam’s foreign ministry
denounced the United States for accusing Hanoi of doing what the United
States itself was doing. The “U.S. imperialists” had installed a military pro-
gram that violated the Geneva Accords. The United States and its “puppet
Ngo Dinh Diem administration” had then gathered “a pile of faked docu-
ments” that criticized Hanoi for breaking the 1954 agreements. For seven
years the United States had violated Vietnam’s sovereignty by importing
thousands of U.S. military personnel and untold amounts of armaments.”?

Not all was harmonious within the Communist camp. Beijing’s leaders
had become concerned about the Vietcong’s upgraded military actions. In
December 1961, senior diplomat Zhang Yan proclaimed before the National
Conference on Foreign Affairs that large-unit operations were “inappropri-
ate” in that the Communist Vietnamese had “exposed themselves too much.”
Guerrilla warfare should continue for perhaps another ten years to permit
the Vietcong to expand its size. Marshal Ye Yianying, president of the People’s
Liberatdon Army’s Military Science Academy and an acquaintance of Ho
Chi Minh, led a military delegation to Hanoi late that same month to cel-
ebrate the seventeenth anniversary of the creation of the People’s Army of
Vietnam. While there, he urged Hanoi’s leaders to be patient. The only way
to destroy the Diem regime was through guerrilla warfare and not by battal-
ion-sized military operations. China’s caution was primarily attributable to
its nearly devastating internal economic problems, which discouraged poli-
cies conducive to a confrontation with the United States.”®

The Vietcong’s heightened offensive had severely challenged the U.S.
aid program. Part of South Vietnam’s problem lay in the lack of qualified
servants in the provinces. In addition, the Vietcong had killed thousands of
people, including government officials and village chiefs. “And some of
the best ones,” according to Alexis Johnson in the state department, “were
the ones that were murdered.” They were the “targets,” leaving the gov-
ernment with a small number of trained personnel. Continued U.S. sup-
port to Diem remained the only option.”’



142 DEATH OF A GENERATION

By THE END of 1961, MAAG had more than doubled to 2,067 military advis-
ers, causing great concern among Americans on the scene about the growing
military orientation of an aid program now spearheaded by MACV. The
U.S. chargé in Saigon, William Trueheart, thought that MACV’s establish-
ment had overemphasized the military’s role in Vietnam and raised ques-
tions about the ambassador’s status. The most obvious sign of this change
was the provision that MACV would report directly to the joint chiefs and
the secretary of defense. Lemnitzer pointed to the overarching need for
broader military advice and assistance in training and security. Nolting pro-
tested and even considered resigning, but Rusk would not bend. McNamara
bluntly responded that the joint chiefs had hotly declared that “no four-star
general is going to be under an ambassador.” Peering directly at Nolting,
the defense secretary firmly and slowly asserted, “Look, on this one the Joint
Chiefs have got me over a barrel. I can’t do anything about it.”

Shortly before noon on December 22, 1961, twenty-five-year-old Army
Specialist Fourth Class James Davis of Livingston, Tennessee, became the
first American killed by Communist guerrillas in Vietnam. He and nine
South Vietnamese soldiers had been aboard a radio-detection truck as it
lumbered west on Provincial Highway No. 10, scattering huge clouds of
dust from the gravel that softly settled on the few Vietnamese peasants
working in the rice paddies. Out of the eerie stillness came the explosion of
a land mine under the truck’s rear that threw it thirty yards into a ditch. As
its ten occupants clambered back onto the road with their rifles, about
twenty Vietcong arose from the watery paddies to spray the road with au-
tomatic gunfire. Davis was shot through the head, dying instantly. All ten
soldiers died in the ambush, their bodies found hours later covered with
flies and their weapons and electronic gear gone.”®

Two days earlier, MAAG had received official approval to use all means
at its disposal in self-defense. Nolting had reminded his home office that
just as the Vietcong depended on political, economic, psychological, guer-
rilla, and military means, so should the counterinsurgency program main-
tain a multifaceted orientation. The line of restraint dramatically blurred
with Davis’s death. In a surprising development, McGarr appeared chas-
tened and expressed opposition to the new military focus. Civilian
policymakers, he complained to Lemnitzer two days after Christmas, were
trying to settle a “very unconventional situation in a basically conventional
manner.” Military measures could not provide permanent solutions to a
massive problem that had political, economic, psychological, #nd military
dimensions. Defeating an insurgency required “long range coordinated
action on all fronts.””’

How prophetic were these words as the United States embarked upon
a limited partnership with South Vietnam that pointed to an Americanized
war.



A DECENT VEIL OF HYPOCRISY

We have not sent combat troops in the generally understood
sense of the word.

President John F. Kennedy, February 14, 1962

HE RAPIDLY ESCALATING U.S. military involvement in South Viet-
nam alarmed many observers that the Kennedy administration
intended to Americanize the war. As part of “Project Beefup,”
MACYV assumed control of military matters, relegating MAAG to an ancil-
lary position and suggesting a U.S. takeover of the war. By the end of
1962, military assistance more than doubled and the number of advisers
almost tripled to more than g,000. U.S. pilots bombed and strafed South
Vietnamese villages suspected of harboring Vietcong, while helicopters
provided mobility to the ARVN and, for a time, terrified the Vietcong
peasants. “Roaring in over the treetops,” Hilsman recalled with immense
satisfaction, the helicopters “flushed [the Vietcong] from their foxholes
and hiding places, and running in the open, they were easy targets.”!
Counterinsurgency, however, remained the official U.S. strategy. The
Diem regime, pushed by U.S. and British advisers, instituted the Strategic
Hamlet Program, which, patterned after the now defunct agrovilles, called
for the construction of thousands of interconnected and fortified encamp-
ments aimed at safeguarding villagers from the Vietcong and thereby build-
ing popular loyalty to the central government. Integrally related to this
pacification effort was the use of defoliants to kill ground cover concealing
enemy movements and the chemical destruction of crops to deny food-
stuffs to the Vietcong. At the center of the U.S. involvement was the U.S.
Army’s Special Forces. Trained in counterinsurgency warfare and adorned
in colorful camouflage garb, the Green Berets shared their expertise and
enthusiasm with South Vietnamese soldiers, attempting to inject a strong
sense of optimism that made victory seem inescapable. U.S. involvement
in unconventional warfare provided a glimpse into future low-intensity con-
flicts, affording onlookers and participants an exciting opportunity to wit-
ness and perhaps even make history.



144 DEATH OF A GENERATION

The Kennedy administration waged a secret war in Vietnam even as it
denied the obvious. An admission to combat engagement would acknowl-
edge violation of the Geneva Accords as well as endanger the ongoing
negotiations over Laos. Most important, it would mark a breach of faith
with the American people. But how to hide these clandestine actions? On
January 13, 1962, the first U.S. planes participating in the secret Farmgate
operation flew a mission in support of Vietnamese aircraft under attack. A
pattern developed so quickly that, by the end of the month, Americans had
engaged in 229 combat sorties. More than a few anxious observers feared
that the United States had gone to war in Vietnam. Before an executive
session of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on January 12, Nolting
admitted that a U.S. adviser had died but assured his inquisitors that “as of
now” U.S. advisers were not in combat. Three days later, a news corre-
spondent asked the president at a press conference, “Are American troops
now in combat in Viet-Nam?” “No,” he responded. The administration’s
repeated denials failed to ease the mounting suspicions. In mid-February,
the New York Times chastised the White House for concealing the truth,
and columnist James Reston asserted that “the United States is now in-
volved in an undeclared war in South Vietnam.”

The secret war in Vietnam could not remain secret for long. Trueheart
acknowledged that the enhanced military program violated the Geneva
Accords. When U.S. military personnel confronted questions about the
new equipment and people, the standard response was “No comment.”
Trueheart also admitted that the U.S. government made every attempt to
hide its military involvement from the American public. “I knew about
what they were doing with the equipment as they turned it over to the
Vietnamese,” he asserted. “I knew we were also, of course, flying the Farm
Gate airplanes. There were many questions about whether in fact there
was always a Vietnamese in the back seat or the front seat or whichever
seat he was supposed to be in.” Indeed, the Vietnamese aboard the plane
became known as a “sandbag.” Hilsman confirmed this assessment, calling
the Vietnamese a “nominal pilot.” Trueheart defended the use of defoli-
ants around military installations, but he could not justify crop destruc-
tion, because it hurt the villagers and not the enemy. The Vietcong could
always secure food. Such a practice alienated the very people that the Diem
regime needed to befriend.’

A major impetus to exposing the U.S. military involvement came from
the arrival of a different brand of news correspondent: young and some-
times inexperienced American reporters assigned to what they regarded as
the backwaters of Vietham. Hoping for professional advancement and driven
by the exuberant spirit of the times, David Halberstam from the New York
Times (who replaced Homer Bigartin August 1962), Neil Sheehan of United
Press International, and Malcolm Browne of Associated Press were among
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those who intended to assume the role of wartime correspondents similar
to their illustrious predecessors during World War II. Not only did they
expect to be privy to secret plans and operations, but they also hoped to
accompany U.S. and South Vietnamese soldiers into battle and, like Ernie
Pyle and other giants before them, gather exclusive firsthand information
and write career-making stories. The atmosphere was ripe for trouble,
however, because America’s military advisers bitterly rejected any criti-
cisms of their performance and refused to divulge privileged information
to the press. Cries of censorship came from the correspondents, arousing
deep resentment within the Kennedy administration. Halberstam was “pink,
if not red,” exclaimed General Samuel Williams from MAAG.* An accom-
modation was especially difficult because the correspondents attributed the
lack of progress in the war to errors in analysis and strategy, whereas the
analysts and strategists insisted that their policies would succeed if the press
left them alone.

The White House soon lowered a veil of secrecy over its military in-
volvementin South Vietnam that directly affected all journalists. The Saigon
regime proved especially sensitive to press criticism from well-known fig-
ures such as Bigart, who had covered the Greek Civil War of the late 1940s;
Francois Sully from Newsweek; and James Robinson from NBC, the latter
two of whom infuriated Diem by criticizing both him and Madame Nhu.
When Nolting informed Diem that the U.S. government could not quiet
the press because of the fundamental right of freedom of speech, the pre-
mier further withdrew into himself. More was at stake than Diem’s per-
sonal displeasure. The fury over these newspaper accounts could undermine
the U.S. assistance program in South Vietnam.

The year 1962 proved pivotal to the U.S. involvement in South Viet-
nam in that it opened with the promise of a success that led the Kennedy
administration to consider withdrawing most of its military forces and re-
turning to a low-key advisory program. General Harkins and other U.S.
military leaders doubtless believed the positive assessments they gave to
the press. President Kennedy had faith in a counterinsurgency program
that, he proudly asserted, depended more on special skills than sheer fire-
power. Harkins predicted victory within a year, and McNamara offered
the same grandiose assurances, albeit over three years. The strategic ham-
lets would soon be in place, crop destruction would starve the Vietcong,
and the expanded U.S. military presence would energize the ARVN into
launching a final offensive.

In this Alice-in-Wonderland atmosphere, private discussions began in
Washington about a phased cutback in the U.S. involvement. But before
the United States could begin a partial withdrawal, it had to build up South
Vietnam’s capacity to stand on its own. Such an objective led to the ulti-
mate irony in the war: The only way to lower the U.S. involvement was to
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raise the U.S. involvement. All the while, the Kennedy administration be-
came deeply entrenched in a secret war in Vietnam, and, to keep this real-
ity from the American people, it arranged the facts in a manner that did
not always reflect the truth.

AT A'TOP-LEVEL MEETING in Palm Beach, Florida, on January 3, 1962, Presi-
dent Kennedy reiterated his opposition to a direct U.S. military involve-
ment in the war while paradoxically taking one step closer to it. He told
those present—including the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the vice president,
McNamara, Taylor, Harkins, and Gilpatric—that Harkins as MACV’s com-
mander would possess more powers than those held by the chief of MAAG.
As a four-star general, Harkins would control U.S. military policy, opera-
tions, and aid in South Vietnam. He could discuss both U.S. and Vietnam-
ese military matters with Diem and his military leaders, and he answered
directly to the joint chiefs and secretary of defense. The president turned
to Harkins and clarified his task. “I want you to go out and help President
Diem do everything he can to stop these communist inroads and build up
his army. There are about eight hundred advisers there now, and if you
need more let us know and we’ll do everything we can to help.” The U.S.
advisory role now approximated that of a joint military command. Kennedy
nevertheless emphasized that “the U.S. military role there was for advice,
training and support of the Vietnamese Armed Forces and not combat.”

The Kennedy administration recognized the political wisdom in main-
taining a low profile and attempted to delude the public into believing that
nothing had changed. The joint chiefs chair received instructions to work
with the departments involved in developing “a suitable cover story, or
stories,” for any U.S. action affecting public affairs or security issues.® The
White House had justified deception to conceal its deepening military com-
mitment to South Vietnam.

The Saigon embassy expressed great concern over the North Viet-
namese and Communist Chinese reaction to the enhanced American mili-
tary presence. It warned the White House that Hanoi would escalate its
military response as a well-publicized defensive move, hoping to confuse
world opinion and avert a direct U.S. intervention. In a penetrating admo-
nition, the embassy asserted that “the game could become one of the pa-
tience of the contending forces, with the DRV [Democratic Republic of
Vietnam, or North Vietnam] aware of the political disadvantages which
would confront the US forces in a prolonged match.” The White House
should not attempt to relieve pressure on the south by expanding military
operations in the north. Threats to use U.S. combat forces in North Viet-
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nam would encourage Hanoi to seek Communist Chinese assistance out of
fear that the United States intended to reunify Vietnam by force. The
Chinese might even enter the war, as they did in Korea in 1950.”

The U.S. embassy was correct in its concern over a widened conflict,
for Hanoi had intensified its efforts to attract Chinese help. In late January
1962, more than 1,500 people had gathered in a Beijing rally hall, where a
huge NLF banner stretched over its entrance and NLF representative
Huynh Van Tam received a standing ovation. The Americans, Huynh an-
nounced, had expanded their combat role in Vietnam. They had helped
the Diem regime in torturing and maiming half a million people, and in
killing 9o,000 and injuring another 23,000 by bombs. They had partici-
pated in mopping-up operations, and they had poisoned crops in liberated
areas. In the last seven years, they had worked with Diem in setting up 847
prisons holding about 300,000 inmates and 262 agrovilles that placed mil-
lions under house arrest in “another form of concentration camp.” Ac-
cording to Liu Chang-sheng, vice president of the All-China Federation
of Trade Unions, the 650 million people in China supported the effort to
throw out “U.S. imperialism and the Ngo Dinh Diem clique.” The United
States, Liu proclaimed, sought to convert South Vietnam into a “colony
and military base for aggression against southeast Asia and for attacking
China.” It must withdraw all military personnel, equipment, and war
matériel. At this point, however, Beijing remained cautious, preferring
continued material assistance rather than a direct military involvement.®

Despite the warnings about China, the pressure for U.S. military esca-
lation proved relentless. No one set out the strategic steps by which addi-
tional firepower would ensure the insurgency’s defeat; victory would
somehow derive from the mere presence of U.S. military might. In Diem’s
office in early January 1962, McGarr urged approval of the “Campaign
Plan,” a military strategy developed before Taylor’s visit by a joint Viet-
namese and MAAG study group that recommended having 278,000 South
Vietnamese in uniform by the end of 1963. When McGarr inquired about
the status of the Border Control Plan, Diem claimed that the ongoing
battle for the Mekong Delta had prevented him from fielding a requested
ranger force of 5,000, but he intended to send a smaller contingent to the
Laotian border.? In practical terms, a massive influx of U.S. soldiers could
have done little more than inconvenience Vietcong infiltration, merely
causing the cadres to relocate their paths through the jungle. But it could
also have brought an escalated Vietcong reaction built on tapping either
the economic and military goods or the mammoth manpower resources of
Communist China as well as North Vietnam.

The inherent difficulties in maintaining restraints on U.S. military
actions became clear when the naval command approved measures that
spread the fighting beyond South Vietnam. To stop Vietcong infiltration
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by water, Felt in late January recommended the immediate dispatch of
patrol ships north of the seventeenth parallel but remaining outside Com-
munist territorial waters. Already, he complained, more than fifty enemy
vessels had eluded interception by turning north on spotting the patrol.
Rigid adherence to the seventeenth parallel could become “a real fence in
political-military thinking.” Felt’s response left the decision to naval offi-
cers on the scene. Even though they still had authorization to patrol only
the area below the seventeenth parallel, “it was not intended that a barrier
be erected to steaming north of this parallel for the purpose of identifying
and interrogating suspicious craft and ships.”!® His approval of such in-
spections had heightened the chances for maritime encounters that ex-
panded the U.S. military involvement.

Growing U.S. military participation in the war also became evident in
the air. American planes, piloted by U.S.—South Vietnamese crews, inad-
vertently crossed the Cambodian border on several occasions and, in one
instance, caused an incident that the White House tried to conceal. Early
in the morning of January 21, 1962, American B-26s and T-28s manned
by U.S. and Vietnamese crews bombed and strafed Vietcong sites in the
village of Binh Hoa, located close to the Cambodian frontier and less than
twenty miles from Saigon. Due to navigational error, these Jungle Jim planes
attacked the Cambodian border village of Bathu that same day, killing one
and injuring three. The government in Phnom Penh accused the Diem
regime of border violations and termed the assault an “act of war.” Wash-
ington responded with a cover-up. If the press made an inquiry, instructed
the state department, the South Vietnamese government should accept
tull responsibility for the error. Saigon’s leaders apologized and offered
indemnification to the victims (which the state department secretly reim-
bursed), without mentioning the United States.!!

Military escalation had proved particularly risky because of the process’s
innate capacity to feed on itself. After the planes had struck Binh Hoa, a
large ARVN force swarmed into the area, only to discover that the Vietcong
had pulled out. Hilsman, who was in Vietnam at the time, praised Saigon’s
military operation but declared it the wrong response. The air strikes had
combined with the arrival of ARVN troops to alert the Vietcong. Its forces
had dispersed, but numerous innocent villagers died in the skirmish, “re-
cruiting more Communists than were killed.”!?

By the time Harkins arrived in Vietnam in February 1962, the situation
demanded immediate attention. Fighting had been under way since 1959 in
forty-three different provinces that amounted to what he termed “forty-three
wars going on.” An eerie sense of fear permeated the country, augmented by
stern security measures. “You couldn’t do anything. All the windows had
steel blinds on them, and all the curtains were pulled down. . . . Even the
house I lived in had steel shutters closed tight.” Harkins’s first instruction
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was simple: “Let’s open this up and get some daylight in here.” He had to
convince the Vietnamese to take the offensive. They had constructed nearly
16,000 forts at crossroads, canals, and other pivotal points, which they manned
at night while confining their patrols to daylight hours. The Vietcong sim-
ply conducted its activities at night, knowing that the South Vietnamese
were inside the forts—a surety because the soldiers’ families were there as
well. Harkins got rid of most of the forts, although he left about 6,000 of
them at canal crossings in the delta and on important roads. Other changes
were in order. The Vietnamese “were still having siestas in the afternoon,
which I stopped. . .. You couldn’t fight a war and go to sleep from twelve to
three and then not expect the enemy to do something.” He also extended
the fighting week from five or six days to every day.!?

Harkins thought it impossible to close off infiltration, particularly from
Laos. “When you have nine hundred miles of jungle and then a few sol-
diers and just tiger paths and elephant paths, it’s pretty hard to defend a
whole front like that.” Laos was “a camp for the Vietcong.” The Vietnam-
ese easily circumvented the state department directive barring Vietnamese
patrols from crossing the border into Laos. The border between South
Vietnam and Laos “wasn’t marked at all. It was just watershed, really, at
the top of the hills. There are two or three roads that go, and they’d pick
up the road sign and take it with them and put it back when they came
back.” No Americans could accompany them, and planes could not fly within
a mile or two of the border. “If the Vietcong came over and made a raid,
say up around Pleiku and places like that, and you got the division to chase
them back, you couldn’t follow them. You weren’t allowed to. So it was a
sanctuary for them.”!*

As the military prognosis worsened, Diem attempted to refurbish his
government and military establishment. He approved five MAAG advisers
per battalion, authorized the newly created National Economic Council to
meet, and, in an effort to establish closer contact with his people, spent
Christmas of 1961 in the countryside, even visiting two remote ARVN
posts and an island for the first time. He also raised the salary of village
leaders, and, in a move that the American news corps heartily approved, he
appointed the popular and respected Dang Duc Khoi as liaison with the
press. The Vietmam Task Force hailed the appointment as Diem’s best
recent move to improve his image abroad. Diem also recognized the need
to build a village infrastructure aimed at providing stability and reducing
the threat of Vietcong terrorism. Resettlement of the people to secure ar-
eas was the prime prerequisite, he asserted.!’

But the outward signs of improvement again proved misleading, ac-
cording to the firsthand observations of Wesley Fishel of Michigan State
University, a political science professor who had accompanied Diem to the
Geneva Conference in 1954 and established a warm friendship during his
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stay afterward. After returning home from two weeks in Vietnam, Fishel
submitted a highly negative reportin late February 1962 that reached Presi-
dent Kennedy. The report noted that Diem’s sagging popularity had un-
dermined the chances for reform. From 1955 to 1962 most members of
Fishel’s university group trained Diem’s government figures in police work
and public administration. Among Fishel’s more than fifty advisers, how-
ever, were at least five CIA operatives who trained South Vietnam’s moun-
tain tribes in paramilitary actions. In the early part of this period, nearly go
percent of the people he talked with had strongly supported the premier.
But now, outside Saigon, nearly everyone detested the Nhus. Of 100 Viet-
namese questioned, only three favored Diem, asserted Fishel, and two of
them had deep reservations.!'

In a statement confirming Galbraith’s negative assessment, Fishel de-
clared that religion had become a divisive issue, but he insisted that it was
not nearly as explosive as hatred of the Nhus. Thousands of South Viet-
namese military officers had converted to Catholicism as a means of career
advancement—information that came from Diem’s own Father-Confes-
sor and one of the premier’s strongest supporters. Indeed, one member of
his cabinet had become Catholic. A major recounted his conversion, bit-
terly calling this the only way to succeed. Much of this so-called religious
activity occurred in the interest of promotion, Fishel allowed, even though
the impression of widespread preferential treatment for Catholics was far
different from the reality. The intense dislike for the Nhus overrode all
other matters. Two administration members had tearfully described the
rampant decline in governmental control, insisting that they had stayed on
board only because their departure would ensure the Ngo family’s remain-
ing in power.!’

Fishel’s dismal observations rested primarily on the insidious influ-
ence of the Nhus. Diem had canceled Michigan State University’s con-
tract with the Saigon government because of what he considered to be
unjust criticisms of his regime. Fishel believed that Diem’s decision de-
rived almost exclusively from the Nhus’ influence and that other members
of the government, led by Vice President Tho, thought the university’s
work worthy of continuation. When Fishel complained to Diem, the pre-
mier accused the professors of using their “privileged position” to secure
government materials and then to attack his regime.!®

Fishel lamented that Diem had fallen prey to “evil influences” led by
his brother and his wife, along with Thuan. Nhu’s cold, seemingly noncaring
policies had undermined popular support for the regime, while his wife
was “as brilliant, vivacious, bitchy, and brutal in her Borgia-like fashion as
ever.” With “(charitably) the purest of intentions,” Madame Nhu had spon-
sored “an assinine bill” that passed through the National Assembly on the
back of a manufactured majority. The “Social Purification Law” banned
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birth control, prohibited dancing, and imposed regulations on numerous
everyday activities such as displays of affection and manner of dress. Fishel
called it a “silly” piece of legislation that she had secured in the name of
“austerity” and “mobilizing the population.” Vietnamese critics denounced
the law as Catholic creed forced on the people. In the meantime Thuan, “a
shifty, ambitious, clever, and unscrupulous—but able—administrator,” sur-
reptitiously sought the presidency and had cultivated American supporters
who considered him more pliable than Diem. And yet, warned Fishel, Thuan
had aroused as much hatred as had the Nhus and would be a probable
target for assassination by either the Communists or numerous others who
detested him for climbing over friends to the top.!’

Fishel doubted South Vietnam’s ability to survive. Diem adhered to
the philosophy of “personalism,” which taught that every man had the right
to develop to his fullest capacity; and yet a great number of qualified young
men had become so disenchanted that they had dropped out of public view—
some even leaving the country. Diem’s government was “not malicious or
predatory or vicious or particularly oppressive.” But it was “clumsy and
bumbling” in failing to implement reforms essential to survival. “Unless
the situation can be changed for the better, we are in for a very bad period
in Vietnam.” Only “a major and favorable psychological shock” would turn
matters around. When asked the meaning of that statement, Fishel refused
to reply—probably because of his long-time closeness to Diem.?’

Colonel J. R. Kent from the defense department offered a similarly
negative assessment of Diem. His regime was not as corrupt as others in
the region, but it was authoritarian, inefficient, and unpopular, primarily
the result of his “aloof paternalism” and standoffish mandarin background,
but also because of his suspicious nature. Compromise was out of the ques-
tion because he considered himself omniscient and under “divine guid-
ance.” Although Diem had no military background, he insisted on
splintering military authority and holding it himself—a divisive tactic that
had saved his regime more than once. Not recognizing the importance of
staff work, he sought recommendations from selected officers or met with
all of them at one time—the latter approach putting the “face” of generals
on the line and leading to sweeping decisions based on little or no facts.
Diem’s reluctance to accept U.S. advice was also attributable to his belief
that the central problem was internal security and not external aggression.?!

Diem’s opposition to reforms over the past five years made it unlikely
that he would ever change. The recently established National Security Coun-
cil seemed encouraging, but a similar body had existed sometime before
MAAG’s chief made a formal recommendation to Diem in April 1960. Even
then, one of the participants described the meetings as places where “minis-
ters assembled to take notes and not to talk.” Regarding reforms, the general
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opinion was that Diem would not succumb to Washington’s pressure be-
cause he knew how valuable South Vietnam had become to U.S. interests.
The Vietnamese press had interpreted President Kennedy’s message to
Diem after the Taylor mission as an ultimatum. If so, Diem’s resistance to
change guaranteed trouble.?

Harkins, however, liked Diem and placed primary blame on his mili-
tary advisers. “I'm the only one he spoke English to.” The premier was
honest and was not storing away the country’s treasure for himself. He had
only two suits, a white one to meet visitors and a brown one when he went
into the field. In the rural areas, he distributed money to the honor guard
or province or village chief, and he taught villagers how to sow seeds and
transplant rice. Diem had personally appointed all nineteen ARVN gener-
als. “Yet some of them were opposed to him, and I couldn’t understand
that.” General Tran Van Don had blurted out on meeting Harkins, “We’re
not going to get anyplace until we get rid of Diem.” General Minh had
helped Diem quash the sects in the mid-1950s and yet occupied a mean-
ingless desk job in Saigon as his security adviser. Harkins went into the
field every day, but he could never convince Minh to accompany him. When
Minh reported to Diem, the president would ask, “Why don’t you go out
like General Harkins?” Minh would usually mumble that he did not have
the plane or the personnel. “As a military adviser,” Harkins remarked, “I
don’t know what he did, as a matter of fact, because he didn’t know what
was going on.”??

The chief danger in this touchy situation was the U.S. temptation to
assume full direction of the war. Sound strategy dictated a wide-sweeping
approach that cut off infiltration from the north while putting down the
insurrection in the south. But the points of entry along the borders were
too numerous to close without a gigantic infusion of men and matériel that
Diem did not have. Harkins insisted that U.S. advisers did not engage in
combat, but his argument was not convincing. They went on patrols with
the South Vietnamese, though they were under orders not to shoot unless
shot at first. Americans also piloted the planes in the Farmgate program. A
narrow margin for error put the Americans at risk, virtually assuring their
participation in combat both on the ground and in the air.>*

IT

To PROMOTE counterinsurgency strategy, the Vietnam Task Force pro-
posed an intricate mixture of political, economic, psychological, and mili-
tary correctives. In relatively secure areas code-named “white,” the Vietcong
engaged in harassment activities that the Saigon government should counter
with paramilitary measures. “Pink” areas signaled ongoing battles for con-
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trol between the government and the Vietcong, which found the former
holding the upper hand by day and the latter by night. The more volatile
“red” areas were under Vietcong dominance and thus the focus of the
government’s military efforts. The Diem regime should maintain constant
pressure on the Vietcong in the pink and red areas by employing the
“amoeba principle,” which sought to safeguard one geographical area after
the other by establishing a security ring around Saigon that gradually ex-
tended outward.”’

President Kennedy kept the emphasis on counterinsurgency by estab-
lishing the Special Group (Counterinsurgency) in an effort to unify the
U.S. military part of the program without raising the chances of combat.
Its chair was General Taylor in his capacity as Military Representative of
the President. To highlight the importance of this committee, its mem-
bership included Robert Kennedy, who, after every session, reported to
the president. Other members were the deputy undersecretary of state for
political affairs, deputy secretary of defense, chair of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, director of the CIA, special assistant to the president for National
Security Affairs, and administrator of the Agency for International Devel-
opment. The president had been frustrated by a recent flurry of demon-
strations and stonings of U.S. embassies, and his brother had expressed
concern that Communists around the world regularly launched protests
while the United States did nothing to mobilize opinion against them. The
Special Group’s mission, according to President Kennedy, was to ensure
that everyone in the U.S. government understood that “wars of liberation”
were insurgencies and hence “a major form of politico-military conflict
equal in importance to conventional warfare.”?¢

The state department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research mean-
while suggested several changes designed to promote counterinsurgency
warfare. More than a few personnel had been with the Saigon mission too
long, some harboring old frustrations that made them susceptible to the
country’s dissidents and prophets of defeat. Most leaders, trained only in
conventional warfare, lacked an understanding of the antiguerrilla strate-
gies needed at the working level. Furthermore, the agencies had become
embroiled in bitter conflicts that spilled over into the war effort. The re-
portrecommended easing the pressure on Diem to grant reforms that were
not basic to the central objective of keeping the Vietcong out of the vil-
lages. Most help should be at the local level in providing sergeants, lieu-
tenants, and Civic Action teams that included police trainers and public
administrators working with the government’s officials in the villages and
its troops in the field. In accordance with the Taylor report, Americans
must live and work in the villages and demonstrate “technical competence,

imagination, and human sympathy.”?’
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Counterinsurgency received a major boost with the “Delta Plan” out-
lined by British counterinsurgency expert Robert Thompson, who was in
Saigon as part of a six-member “British Advisory Mission” invited there by
Diem (after CIA prodding) in the fall of 1961. Based on his counterinsur-
gency experiences in Malaya and the Philippines during the 1940s, Thomp-
son emphasized the importance of destroying the link between the villages
and the guerrillas. He failed to note, however, that the ties between the Viet-
cong insurgents and the Vietnamese peasants were more difficult to sever
than were those between the insurgents in Malaya, who were primarily Chi-
nese, and the Malays, who worked closely with the British. How would paci-
fication of the populace undermine the Vietcong? “More kills,” brusquely
responded Thompson. The Diem regime must first construct a large num-
ber of strategic hamlets to protect the villagers from the Vietcong. Once the
government won the people’s confidence, they would furnish intelligence
on Vietcong movements. “The killing of communist terrorists will follow
automatically from that.” This lengthy process required the cooperation of
the Self-Defense Corps (including the Republican Youth), the Civil Guard,
and army regulars serving in a support role. Thompson insisted that the
primary conflict was between the Communists and South Vietnamese vil-
lagers and not between Diem’s regime and the Vietcong. The essential in-
gredient to victory was a civil defense force that stopped terrorism.?

Military figures in the Kennedy administration strongly opposed most
of Thompson’s recommendations. McGarr was infuriated by the cavalier
British attitude. “Following Mr. Thompson’s medical analogy . . . we have
the case of a doctor called in for consultation on a clinical case, actually
performing an amputation without consulting the resident physician—and
without being required to assume the overall responsibility for the patient.”
Thompson’s emphasis on the delta, the general insisted, contrasted sharply
with the need to focus first on War Zone D in the central part of the
country, followed by the region around Saigon. The Delta Plan would
take too long to develop, permitting the Vietcong to make rapid advances
against an enlarged police force that came with a reduced ARVN.?"

The military’s argument, however, failed to overcome the support that
the Delta Plan received from Diem and Nhu, as well as from the CIA and
Nolting. The key element in Thompson’s counterinsurgency program was
the erection of strategic hamlets. No village groups should become vulner-
able by their isolation, which meant that the strategic hamlets must go up
in areas first secured by military sweeps and then into the less secure areas
as defended hamlets. To protect the people inside the hamlets, govern-
ment officials would issue plastic identification cards to loyalists, maintain
checkpoints, and enforce curfews by shoot-on-sight authority. The U.S.
Operations Mission established the Office of Rural Development, which
oversaw economic aid to the strategic hamlets and came under the direc-
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tion of Rufus Phillips, a former CIA operative and Lansdale’s associate in
the Saigon Military Mission during the 1950s. After serving in Laos, Phillips
left the CIA and returned to Vietnam in 1962, where he became an expert
on the strategic hamlet program. Thuan declared that the counterinsurgency
plan would go before the National Security Council for approval.’°

What becomes clear in this push for counterinsurgency is the errone-
ous public impression left by its military orientation. It appeared that U.S.
aid had become exclusively military. Even the Delta Plan’s focus on strate-
gic hamlets could not hide the central objective of killing the Vietcong.
President Kennedy recognized that military correctives were a necessary
prelude to nonmilitary measures. But the military assistance grabbed more
attention and encouraged the hard-liners to believe that they were win-
ning control of the program. In truth, they were—if only because of the
momentum resulting from military actions that fed on each other. The
president’s policy of flexibility and restraint threatened to slip from his
control, meaning that the U.S. commitment would become military in thrust
and reversible only at the high cost of credibility.

Diem reacted quickly and favorably to the call for counterinsurgency
by issuing in early February, on his sixty-first birthday, a decree proclaim-
ing the Strategic Hamlet Program as national policy. Shortly afterward, he
established the cabinet-level Inter-Ministerial Committee for Strategic
Hamlets, whose purpose was to plan and implement the program. His
brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, would head the effort even though holding no
official title and maintaining a low public profile.’!

"This apparent progress encountered severe problems with the Ameri-
can journalists, who complained of a U.S. embassy “blackout” on informa-
tion that prevented them from covering U.S. participation in military
operations. They were correct. In the previous November of 1961, the White
House had issued instructions to the Saigon mission that substantiated their
suspicions. “Do not give other than routine cooperation to correspondents
on coverage [of] current military activities in Vietnam. No comment at all
on classified activities.” In a tense meeting with Nolting, the correspondents
angrily complained about being barred from helicopter missions. Some in-
formation, Nolting told them, must remain secret. Caution was essential to
the security of both the U.S. servicemen and the news correspondents them-
selves.’? No argument could ease their indignation.

The director of the Vietnam Task Force, Sterling Cottrell, had urged
greater restrictions on the American press. Nolting was correct, Cottrell
declared to state department public affairs adviser Carl Rowan, in seeking
authority for the Task Force to determine which military operations and
equipment arrivals the correspondents could observe. News coverage of
such activities had cast a negative image on the assistance effort. Cottrell
enclosed an article from U.S. News and World Report, which claimed that a
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“curtain of secrecy” had fallen over Vietnam that “looks like a U.S. Em-
bassy effort to confuse and disguise the situation.” To undermine these
charges, Nolting should seek the military’s view on which operations were
acceptable for viewing and then “provide the newsmen with appropriate
guidance.” He must emphasize that the United States was not taking over
the war. He could not reveal numbers that provided the Vietcong with
military information and Hanoi with evidence it could present to the In-
ternational Control Commission. Washington “[did] not want coverage of
civilian casualties as a result of government military operations.”*?

Cottrell’s memorandum to Rowan went through Harriman, who re-
garded it as a red flag. If uncovered, the veteran diplomat warned, it would
substantiate the media’s worst fears. The presence of so many soldiers in
Vietnam made news leaks unavoidable. “We couldn’t give out stuft.” The
war was South Vietnam’s to fight. “We were there to advise them, and we
couldn’t be the news.” The war was also difficult to report. “The interest-
ing news was when the Vietcong attacked, and nobody knew when that
would happen.” When it did, the news correspondents became angry that
“they weren’t there and covered themselves up and blamed the Ameri-
cans.” They could not accompany the U.S. soldiers on the helicopters.
“We were most anxious to reduce the visibility of the Americans, and ev-
ery time you took anybody in a helicopter it was the Americans’ war, and it
increased the visibility of the Americans.” Typed at the top of Cottrell’s
memo was a revealing directive: “Harriman said burn this.” Along the bor-
der was a warning in Harriman’s handwriting and addressed to Rowan: “I
believe our press will build this assistance to Vietnam as our participation
in this war—a new war under President Kennedy—the Democratic War
[?] Party, so skillfully avoided by the Republican President Eisenhower.
The Press do not belong on these aircraft but can be kept fully informed
by briefings in Saigon by our military or Embassy. [signed] WAH.”**

Rowan supported the administration’s position but warned that press
censorship would cause a domestic firestorm over the “undeclared war” in
South Vietnam. The secret directives, he charged, aimed to “prevent Ameri-
can newsmen from telling our people the truth about US involvement in
that war.” American reporters expected to function as war correspondents,
which meant to accompany U.S. soldiers on military operations. And yet,
he conceded, the embassy and military commanders in Vietnam were jus-
tified in wanting to block correspondents from situations where their pres-
ence might endanger Americans. Rowan recommended a flexible policy
that authorized the ambassador to determine which military operations
the journalists might witness. Nolting must brief them on the problems in
South Vietnam and stress the need for secrecy.*’

The Kennedy administration, for both domestic and foreign consider-
ations, continued to hide its growing military activities. It emphasized that
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the assistance program included both economic and military goods. But
the White House had made military correctives a prerequisite to reforms.
Instead of admitting to this change, however, the U.S. government and
military denied the obvious, causing a bitter fight with American news cor-
respondents. With MACV’s advent, the press concluded that a new joint
command network had become the operational headquarters of a greatly
escalated military effort.*® The White House reacted furiously to these
stories, hoping to conceal these actions from the American public and from
Hanoi in an effort to avert a wider war. The result was a further deteriora-
tion in trust between U.S. officials and the American press in South Viet-
nam that impeded the assistance program and intensified the hard-liners’
demand for a military solution.

111

HiLsMAN TRIED to put the growing U.S. military presence in perspective by
terming it an integral first step in a sound counterinsurgency program.
The “liberal press,” he derisively declared after a visit to South Vietnam in
early 1962, must realize that the existence of an insurgency did not neces-
sarily mean that the government was bad. Admittedly, Diem’s unpopular-
ity had hampered the most important remedy, which was a civic action
program aimed at building ties between the villages and the Saigon gov-
ernment. But the immediate priority was military. “We have to put the
Viet Cong in a meat grinder.”’

The problem lay more in appearance than reality. President Kennedy
still preferred counterinsurgency tactics, but Washington’s conspicuous
efforts to implement the military part of the aid program had seriously
distorted the situation, encouraging Diem’s critics to believe that America’s
patience had run out and that its remedy was military measures alone. U.S.
military advisers meanwhile added to this mistaken impression by reiterat-
ing their arguments for combat troops. The U.S. course of action had be-
come more muddled, primarily because the White House never achieved
the vital balance between military and nonmilitary measures. The problem
lay less in the lack of a strategy than in the administration’s failure to make
that strategy clear. Several competing strategies appeared to be at work in
tandem, all differing in direction and none of them taking priority.

The division within the administration over chemical destruction of
crops exemplified the confusion. President Kennedy had reluctantly ap-
proved chemical deployment on an experimental basis, emphasizing the
necessity of confining defoliants and herbicides to areas containing only
Vietcong. Soon, however, their use became regular. In characteristic fash-
ion, the president insisted on limitations, forbidding any action without
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White House approval. McNamara acknowledged that Communist radio in
Moscow, Beijing, and Hanoi had blasted the “U.S.-Diemist clique” for wag-
ing chemical warfare against the people of South Vietnam, but he assured
the president that the chemicals were part of a weed-killing program that
was “not injurious to human beings, animals, or the soil.” The chemicals
cleared the ARVN’s supply routes along with potential ambush spots in heavily
forested areas around air bases and ammunition dumps. MAAG emphasized
that only South Vietnamese piloted their helicopters over targeted areas.
Furthermore, the Diem regime wanted to expand the use of chemicals and
had grown impatient with U.S. restrictions. Soon these restrictions disap-
peared. In mid-December 1961, huge drums containing hundreds of thou-
sands of gallons of defoliants began their journey out of California and toward
South Vietnam, all labeled civilian supplies to avoid detection by the Inter-
national Control Commission. As the defoliants arrived in Saigon, Ameri-
cans noted that the pungent fumes emanating from the barrels stored at Tan
Son Nhut Airport began to kill the surrounding greenery.?®

Hilsman shared the president’s doubts about defoliants and preferred
the use of napalm, which cleared entire areas instead of just crops. Vietcong
ambushes came more often under cover of terrain than foliage. Indeed,
with the vegetation removed, Hilsman maintained, the insurgents gained a
clearer field of fire. But Diem strongly favored crop destruction through
defoliants. When Taylor agreed with Diem, Hilsman warned that this
method could not be effective until the strategic hamlets had locked the
Vietcong out of the villages. Once the Saigon government had seized con-
trol of the major rice-growing areas, it could drop napalm on the Vietcong’s
paddy fields in the mountain valleys. The objective was not to kill the
Vietcong, but to reduce them “to hungry, marauding bands of outlaws
devoting all their energies to remaining alive.” Taylor found no difference
between napalm and defoliants, to which Hilsman replied that the latter
was subject to the charge of germ warfare. President Kennedy had already
approved the jelly-like gasoline that, used in incendiary bombs, exploded
in fire and spread like water. Harkins had no qualms. Napalm, he declared,
“really puts the fear of God into the Viet Cong. And that is what counts.”’

The growing air war particularly alarmed Harriman. While in Hono-
lulu, he admitted to Edwin Martin, political adviser to CINCPAC, that
the Jungle Jim support of ground operations was acceptable but warned
that other kinds of air strikes might turn the people against both South
Vietnam and the United States. Martin admitted that the South Vietnam-
ese chose the targets, but the U.S. Air Force validated the selections and
refused to conduct those operations that the South Vietnamese were able
to perform. The implication was striking. In certain instances, one may
presume, U.S. pilots conducted those missions the South Vietnamese were
not able to perform. The guidelines for interdiction actions were clear al-
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though difficult to follow because of poor boundary markings: Jungle Jim
operations could not take place closer than five miles from the Laotian and
Cambodian borders by day and ten miles at night. Nolting asserted that
air-ground support measures were safer than interdiction strikes. Coordi-
nation with ground forces would conceivably avert air assaults beyond the
borders of South Vietnam. Harriman seemed satistied with these explana-
tions and agreed on the need for daily planning in Saigon, not in Washing-
ton or Honolulu.*

Cottrell noted a “veil of secrecy” settling over the U.S. military involve-
ment in Vietnam. To the press on February 14, President Kennedy sugges-
tvely declared, “We have not sent combat troops in the generally understood
sense of the word.” The Vietnamese “are doing the fighting.” Technically
speaking, the president had told the truth. U.S. ground forces had not en-
gaged in combat, even though only a thin line maintained the distinction
between taking the offensive and acting in self-defense. U.S. advisers regu-
larly conferred with South Vietnamese military leaders on operations and
strategy. In addition, U.S. soldiers accompanied the ARVN into the jungles;
U.S. pilots flew bombing and strafing missions; U.S. naval vessels entered
waters above the seventeenth parallel; and U.S. counterinsurgency tactics
had veered into a military direction. For security reasons, Kennedy opposed
any disclosure of the numbers and types of equipment used in the growing
conflict. Secrecy became the chief means for sidestepping the Geneva Ac-
cords. But the reality had become more difficult to disguise. The insurgents
had killed five Americans and wounded twelve since 1955.%!

The White House veil of secrecy proved highly transparent when the
state department confronted a Senate inquiry. In an executive session of the
Foreign Relations Committee, Democrat Wayne Morse of Oregon, no friend
of the administration, expressed “grave doubts as to the constitutionality of
the President’s course of action in South Vietnam.” Did he have the power
to put the lives of U.S. servicemen at risk by authorizing them to transport
ARVN soldiers into battle, return fire against the North Vietnamese, patrol
South Vietnam’s coasts, and fly over guerrilla areas? A war in Vietnam would
tear the United States apart, particularly when “ships start coming back to
the West Coast with flag-draped coffins of American boys.” Democrat Albert
Gore of Tennessee quoted Attorney General Robert Kennedy’s recent as-
sertion in Saigon: “We are going to win in Viet-Nam. We will remain here
until we do win.” Gore felt “uneasy about the public commitments which
seem to be with us with respect to the presence of and the purposes for U.S.
military personnel in Vietnam.” And finally, the chair of the committee,
Democrat ]. William Fulbright of Arkansas, twice inquired about alternative
leadership in Vietnam. Harriman retorted that Diem “is the head of the
government, and I would not have thought that it was a proper function of
the U.S. to attempt to make or break governments.”#
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"The state department made a major attempt to justify the nation’s deep-
ening involvement in Vietnam. Article II of the Constitution made the
president commander-in-chief of the armed forces. The case of United States
v. Curtiss-Wright in 1936 called him the “sole organ of the nation” in for-
eign affairs and upheld his authority to dispatch military personnel abroad.
The Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 empowered the president to provide
military aid abroad by “assigning or detailing members of the armed forces
of the United States . . . to perform duties of a noncombatant nature, in-
cluding those related to training or advice.” On December 23, 1950, the
United States and Vietnam signed the agreement for Mutual Defense As-
sistance in Indochina by which “each Government agrees . . . to receive
within its territory such personnel of the United States of America as may
be required for the purposes of this agreement.” The White House recog-
nized in early 1961 that expanded U.S. activities in South Vietnam would
put its military personnel in danger. Hence the president authorized them
to fire in self-defense.*

The state department insisted that U.S. military forces in Vietham
were noncombatants and repeated the president’s fuzzy February 14 assur-
ance to the press that the administration had “not sent combat troops in
the generally understood sense of the word.” The state department admit-
ted that the type of conflict waged in Vietnam determined U.S. military
actions. There was no physical “front,” which meant that fighting could
break out anywhere and require U.S. military personnel to defend them-
selves. Violence in Vietnam had escalated since 1955, leading to 26,000
casualties, including the seventeen Americans mentioned earlier.*

Senator Morse remained dubious. Did not these U.S. actions violate
the Geneva ban on the “introduction of fresh troops, military personnel,
arms and munitions, military bases”? The state department pointed out
that the United States was not a signatory of the accords, even though it
opposed any effort to break them. North Vietnam, however, was a party to
the accords and had broken them first by aiding the insurgency in the south.
International law, the state department declared, recognized that “a mate-
rial breach of a treaty by one party entitles the other at least to withhold
compliance with an equivalent, corresponding or related provision until
the other party is prepared to observe its obligations.”*

"The state department stood on shaky legal ground. Neither the United
States nor South Vietnam was a party to the accords, and yet Washington
had justified violating them as retaliation for a previous violation by the
signatory nation of North Vietnam. Indeed, the administration’s strongest
argument for defending the South Vietnamese was the independence it
commanded from not being a signatory nation. But even that stand was less
than convincing—particularly because the United States had promised in
1954 not to disturb the settlement, and because it had a long tradition of
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respect for international law and treaties. Finally, it had been unable to
prove Hanoi’s participation in the insurgency and thereby justify the in-
herent right of self-defense.

The state department nonetheless asserted that its chief commitment
to South Vietnam’s defense rested on the SEATO Treaty of 1954. Article
IV declared that in the event of an armed attack against South Vietnam,
the United States would take action in line with its constitutional pro-
cesses. If the threat came from any means other than an armed attack, the
signatories to the treaty would consult about remedial measures. The state
department thought it unlikely that the North Vietnamese would inter-
vene on a massive scale. Not only did they fear Free World retaliation, but
they did not want to provide the Chinese Communists with a pretext for
intervention. Hanoi preferred the freedom of action afforded by playing
off Moscow and Beijing. The Soviets might increase assistance to North
Vietnam, but the region was not vital to their interests and they would
probably call for a conference similar to the one over Laos. Hence, the
North Vietnamese had sought to avoid a confrontation with the United
States by engaging in a low-pressure resistance to Saigon that depended
on infiltration and insurgency. Only U.S. intervention could prevent South
Vietnam’s fall to communism.*

The Senate committee’s probing questions reflected the public’s op-
position to a deepened military involvement in Vietnam and led the White
House to impose the long anticipated restraints on the embassy’s relations
with the press. The day following Harriman’s testimony, Rusk instructed
Nolting to avoid transmitting information to journalists that might have
“harmful press repercussions on both [the] domestic and international
scene.” U.S. officials must “appeal to [the] good faith of correspondents,”
and the ambassador should stress that this was not an American war. “It [is]
not repeat not in our interest . . . to have stories indicating that Americans
are leading and directing combat missions against the Viet Cong.” That in
mind, “Correspondents should not be taken on missions whose nature [was]
such that undesirable dispatches would be highly probable.” They should
impose “self-policing machinery” similar to those voluntary practices fol-
lowed by reporters during World War II. “Sensational press stories about
children or civilians who become unfortunate victims of military opera-
tions are clearly inimicable to [the] national interest.” U.S.—South Viet-
namese cooperation was vital, meaning that “frivolous, thoughtless criticism
of [the] GVN [Government of Vietnam] makes cooperation difficult [to]
achieve.” Journalists must recognize that “articles that tear down Diem
only make our task more difficult.”¥

The administration had little hope of quieting the press criticism of
what was becoming an Americanized war. The president’s press secretary,
Pierre Salinger, later admitted that the White House “was not anxious to
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admit the existence of a real war in Southeast Asia.” So the Saigon em-
bassy, according to John Mecklin, its public affairs officer and a correspon-
dentin Vietnam during the early 1950s, practiced “excessive classification”
that “denied newsmen access to whole segments of U.S. operations in Viet-
nam.” The central problem was that “much of what the newsmen took to
be lies was exactly what the Mission genuinely believed, and was reporting
to Washington.” The mission operated “in a world of illusion.” It was “stuck
hopelessly with what amounted to an all-or-nothing policy, which might
not work. Yet it had to work,” making U.S. support for Diem “an article of
faith” and dissent “reprehensible.”*®

The Senate and the press were correct in their concern that the esca-
lating U.S. military involvement had the potential of widening the war.
McGarr warned Vice President Johnson that the struggle would be long
and must not become an American conflict. MAAG was in the process of
putting together a sweeping and coordinated program of squelching the
insurgency; swift and dramatic victories were impossible in this kind of
war. McNamara had called for the creation of “Civic Action—Rural Recon-
struction” teams, whose responsibility was to build a village and hamlet
infrastructure that protected the people from the Vietcong and laid the
basis for an intelligence-gathering program. Indeed, the combination of
these social, political, economic, psychological, and military measures made
up “the crux of the Pacification Problem.” Counterinsurgency strategy
continued to guide the Kennedy administration, but its military thrust had

left the impression that the United States intended to take over the war.*’

1A%

THE DEBATE OVER combat troops intensified when advocates proposed
SEATO Plan 7, which called for outside air and naval help to South Viet-
nam, followed by the deployment of a SEATO ground force. Such a move,
the argument went, would enable the ARVN to take the offensive and
close the border. Opponents declared the plan unduly provocative in light
of what they insisted was an improved military situation in Vietnam.
Vietcong incidents had declined steadily over the past month to 241, the
lowest number since August 1961. After a late February meeting in Hono-
lulu with Felt, Nolting, and Harkins, McNamara reported that South Viet-
namese forces had blunted the Communist advance but would need years
of concentrated effort to put an end to guerrilla warfare. Rather than “win-
ning the war” in the traditional military sense, Nolting reminded his supe-
riors, the objective in Vietnam should be “pacification of the country and
winning the allegiance of the people.”°
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But the attempt to construct an image of imminent success suddenly
lost credibility when South Vietnamese pilots in two American-built propel-
ler planes bombed and strafed Independence Palace with rockets and na-
palm at 7:20in the morning of February 26, 1962. The CIA station in Saigon
reported that the air assault had destroyed one wing of Diem’s quarters,
setting parts of it afire and raising questions about whether the ruling family
had been hit. Were the pilots Vietcong supporters? Was this another coup
attempt? Harkins had barely arrived in Saigon for his new responsibilities at
MACV when in the morning, before he had shaved, he heard the explosions
and looked out his hotel window to see the palace burning. Within fifteen
minutes, Diem’s forces responded with antiaircraft guns, downing one plane
in flames as it disappeared over the horizon. The other aircraft escaped into
Cambodia. As the fire engines put out the blaze at the palace, a truck carry-
ing wounded palace guards roared off to the hospital while two tanks and a
number of jeeps armed with 5o-caliber machine guns cruised the smoke-
filled streets. The Saigon government announced that the assault had re-
sulted in thirty-four casualties, including four dead. The U.S. embassy
estimated the wounded at perhaps forty, many of them hit by falling antiair-
craft fire. The only member of the palace family injured was Madame Nhu,
who sustained several scratches from flying glass.’!

Assessments of the reasons for the attack varied. Nolting initially in-
formed the White House that the palace had come under assault from four
AD-6s, probably from a squadron at Bien Hoa. General Minh attributed
the assault to “disgruntled pilots.” There was no sign of hostile troop move-
ments, and Diem and his entourage were safe. The Civil Guard remained
loyal to the premier, who ordered his airborne forces to take over Tan Son
Nhut Airport. Trueheart thought the pilots’ attempt to kill Diem had no
connection with other coup efforts. Harkins, however, reported to Presi-
dent Kennedy and Admiral Felt that the action was part of a larger coup
plan that did not transpire. He rushed to the palace and found Diem in his
office. “Well, we captured one of them,” the premier boasted. “I shouldn’t
have put him in the air force, because I had put his father in jail years ago.”
After a pause, “If I'd realized what I’d done to his father, I wouldn’t have
made him a pilot.” A short time later, Diem remarked to Harkins that this
was the second coup attempt. “Sometime I’m going to get shot right in the
back of the neck. Sometime they’ll get me that way.”*?

The incident more than likely grew out of animosity toward Diem and
his family, not from an attempt to overthrow the government. Only two
planes were involved, Nolting later reported in correcting his earlier claim.
Authorities captured both pilots, who termed the operation the signal for a
general uprising that involved “everyone”—including Americans. To sup-
port their specious claim of U.S. complicity, one of the pilots referred to
critical articles in the press, especially Newsweek, which reinforced Diem’s
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hostility toward journalists. Nolting concurred with Diem that the two
pilots had acted on their own in an attempt to assassinate the premier and
the Nhus and that the attack was not part of a revolution in either the army
or air force. All other military personnel remained loyal during the thirty-
five-minute assault, including the armor and supporting units, the air force
in its pursuit of the two AD-6s, and those manning the navy’s antiaircraft
barrage. Since the Vietcong had made no effort to exploit the ensuing con-
fusion, Nolting called it a “limited-scope, anti-Communist assassination
attempt.” Diem castigated the press, refusing to take blame for the pilots’
unhappiness and denouncing the news writers for raising false hopes among
political dissidents. In the margin next to Diem’s indictment, an adviser in
the Saigon embassy scribbled a telling comment: “Never learns.”

The attack on the palace further convinced Diem not to permit the
political opposition inherent in a democracy. One Vietnamese official put
it succinctly, “We don’t even talk about freedom of the press or ask for
other liberties any more.” Diem had “completely surrounded himself in a
protective oligarchy.” Nhu once remarked, “There’s always going to be an
opposition. If we take these people in, there will be another opposition
springing up, because they are controversial men.” His wife agreed. “You
open a window to letin light and air, not bullets. We want freedom, but we
don’t want to be exploited by it.” Another Diem loyalist asserted, “We’re
faced with a highly dangerous situation and we can’t tolerate dissension.”*

The assault on Independence Palace heated up the controversy over
combat troops and raised searching questions about Diem’s tenure in of-
fice. Rusk assured an anxious press gathering that the United States had no
plans to send combat personnel. As for negotiations, the only basis for
such a move would be to resolve “the root of the trouble,” which he de-
fined as the Communist violations of the Geneva Accords. So far, Rusk
dourly observed, Hanoi’s behavior had not encouraged any talks. From his
postin India, Galbraith again warned the president against sending troops.
The first few men in uniform would lead to a cry for more, and soon the
South Vietnamese would stand aside and leave the Americans to do the
fighting. The Russians would be pleased to see the United States expend-
ing billions “in these distant jungles where it does us no good and them no
harm.” The administration must keep the door open for a political settle-
ment by maintaining communication lines to Hanoi through India and the
Soviet Union. Admittedly, any attempt to pull out would draw widespread
criticism, but a deeper involvement would be worse. Politics was the art of
“choosing between the disastrous and the unpalatable.” One close U.S.
observer reported that the palace bombing had set off “full-scale plotting
against Diem.” Three groups stood ready to take over South Vietnam at
the first opportunity: political leaders, including Diem’s brother; second-
ary political and military figures; and leaders of the armed forces, the most
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important being the army’s field commander, General Minh. Doubtless
aware of these rumors, Galbraith remarked that any alternative to Diem
was progress: “When the man in power is on the way down, anything is
better.”>’

Veteran news correspondent Howard Sochurek supported Galbraith’s
cautionary views, warning President Kennedy against Diem and asserting
that this “Dirty War” was “rapidly becoming ours.” The ARVN’s generals
were frustrated with the Ngo family but still liked Diem on a personal
basis. The “people around him” were at fault. If the government did not
respond to this growing animosity, the army, which Sochurek considered
the “real base of power,” would seize control. Counterinsurgency warfare
offered the only solution. Felt and McNamara erroneously considered the
war conventional in nature. Only recently had McGarr realized that the
political solution was inseparable from the military. Numerous MAAG
officers with long experience in Vietnam believed in the necessity of win-
ning popular support and pressuring the South Vietnamese army into tak-
ing the offensive. Military officers insisted on a change in rule; key ministers
and other able government figures had resigned, Sochurek insisted, be-
cause of “the general decay and corruption.” Diem’s bitterness toward the
United States and refusal to grant reform had driven him into a “blind
loyalty” to a self-centered and corrupt family. His “lack [of] administrative
ability and leadership” had alienated his own people. His anticommunism
was not enough to save South Vietnam. “We cannot win with Diem.”*¢

These appeals against military escalation now seem wise, for, even
though unknown in Washington at the time, the Beijing government had
urged Hanoi to exercise restraint. Chinese leaders emphasized the broader
view, promoting peaceful coexistence with capitalist enemies and calling
for a reassessment of their assistance to national liberation struggles. Wang
Jiaxiang, a Central Committee member of the Chinese Communist Party
who dealt with foreign Communist parties as director of the International
Liaison Department, advocated a reduction of foreign animosities that
would permit his government to concentrate on economic problems at
home. In late February 1962 he warned the government’s foreign policy
leaders, Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping, and Chen Yi, of their country’s dwin-
dling resources. In Vietnam, the Chinese Communist party must “guard
against a Korea-style war created by American imperialists” that might
climax in “Khrushchev and his associates dragging us into the trap of war.”
China should pursue a conciliatory policy in foreign affairs.”’

But the NLF had refused to buckle under to the U.S. challenge and
shifted its emphasis to a “General Uprising.” Its First Congress was secretly
under way in northern Tay Ninh Province, where in early March of 1962 its
leaders concluded that a continued social movement would not achieve vic-
tory without a successful armed struggle. A diversified gathering of 150 people
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and organizations from all levels of society and political and religious be-
liefs in the south declared that the Diem regime had “scrapped the Geneva
Agreements of 1954” and that the NLF’s purpose was “to achieve an inde-
pendent, democratic, peaceful and neutral South Viet Nam, advancing to
the reunification of the Fatherland.” The NLF must unite all people in
South Vietnam against the “U.S. imperialist aggressors” and overthrow
the “Diem ruling clique” as their “lackey.” The cochairs of the Geneva
Conference of 1954 must disband the “U.S. Military Aid Command” and
secure a U.S. withdrawal.’8

In mid-March 1962, Diem’s problems mounted even as he imple-
mented the highly heralded Strategic Hamlet Program. To avoid the er-
rors that had plagued the short-lived agroville system, the Saigon regime
arranged the construction of strategic hamlets that were smaller than the
agrovilles and located them nearer the fields to ease the peasants’ uproot-
ing process. But the planners failed to consider the mental and physical
hardships imposed on people unceremoniously torn from their homes. The
financial compensation granted for the relocation remained insufficient,
forcing the peasants to dismantle their dwellings and use the matériel to
reconstruct their domiciles within the new complex. The government did
not provide the credit or goods necessary for agricultural development.
"The sparse funds allotted for social services (coming from the United States)
rarely made it to the peasants, usually disappearing into the deep pockets
of shady government officials. Incredibly, the government refused to pay
laborers building the strategic hamlets, and the workers who lived outside
the hamlets derived no benefits from the program. Seldom did the two
stages of the counterinsurgency effort—the military clearing of an area,
followed by the hamlets’ construction—come together in a coordinated
fashion. Only after “Operation Switchback” began in late 1961—when the
military assumed responsibilities from the CIA for arming and training the
local forces—did any real cooperation take place.’”

More important than these flaws in the strategic hamlet system was
Diem’s distinct conception of the plan. The Americans regarded security
as the chief objective and called for governmental reforms along with an
ARVN offensive that first cleared the area of Vietcong; Diem wanted his
military forces to take over civic action projects as a major means of estab-
lishing control and ensuring popular loyalty to his regime. Diem fell short
on the political objectives of the war: instituting administrative reforms,
uniting the non-Communists against the Vietcong, and winning rural sup-
port for his government. In sum, he failed to meet his counterinsurgency
mandate by coordinating the political, economic, psychological, and mili-
tary elements necessary to establish security and win the war.®

Despite these problems, the Strategic Hamlet Program breathed life
into the stumbling counterinsurgency effort. Thompson recommended that
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the construction begin where success was most likely—in areas lightly popu-
lated with Vietcong—and then, under the “oil blot” principle, expand into
more dangerous areas. But Nhu preferred the erection of defended ham-
lets in strategically important regions all over the country. “That would of
course kill everything,” Hilsman complained. The government’s forces were
unable to protect all the dwellings. But Nhu’s wishes prevailed. The initial
undertaking in the Delta Plan therefore began in March 1962 with “Op-
eration Sunrise,” the construction of a string of strategic hamlets in Binh
Duong Province above Saigon—a pivotal area heavily penetrated by the
Vietcong and flanked by enemy concentrations on both sides. Despite warn-
ings from Nolting, Harkins, and Hilsman that certain failure here would
undermine the entire program, Diem gave his approval and the military
sweep was soon under way.%!

The Kennedy administration had no choice but to publicly praise the
program. Nolting lauded the Delta Plan as a major step toward beginning
the operational phase of the counterinsurgency program. Cottrell lauded
the strategic hamlets, noting that the Saigon government planned to build
8,000 of them within the next two years. The Vietnam Task Force agreed
with this assessment, as did Marine Major General Victor “Brute” Krulak,
the joint chiefs’ newly appointed Special Assistant for Counterinsurgency
and Special Activities (SACSA). Krulak had led nighttime amphibious as-
saults in the Pacific during World War II. In one instance, a landing craft
(the hull designed by him) with about thirty of his men on board hit a reef
and started sinking. A young PT-boat commander named John F. Kennedy
saved those men and won Krulak’s thanks. Years later, Krulak visited the
new president in the White House and swapped World War 1I stories.
Kennedy appointed Krulak as SACSA, where he headed the covert actions
recommended by the Special Group (Counterinsurgency) and employed
the same social, political, economic, psychological, and military measures
used by the Vietcong.®?

But the U.S. military buildup so integral to counterinsurgency strat-
egy had drawn so much public attention that the White House stepped up
its efforts to hide the process. Earlier, in mid-February, India’s representa-
tive on the International Control Commission warned that the United
States’s open violations of the Geneva Accords had put the watch group in
a terrible position. The commission had authority only to investigate in-
fractions, and yet it had undergone bitter criticism for events over which it
had no control. If it withdrew in protest, a war could break out that would
encourage Chinese intervention. North Vietnam had likewise violated the
agreements, but it had concealed those actions while the United States had
committed “daylight robbery,” forcing the commission to “juggle words
or ignore what is openly taking place.” A little over a month later, the
Indian and Canadian members of the International Control Commission
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denounced the open importation of U.S. military matériel into Saigon as a
blatant violation of the Geneva Accords and urged Americans to “avoid
flaunting [their] deliveries.” The Joint Chiefs of Staff offered assurances
that they would “henceforth avoid open and flagrant introduction of per-
sonnel and equipment.” This was an empty promise: Saigon’s only dock
was in front of the Imperial Hotel and in full public view. In light of the
Commission’s complaints, the United States would, according to Ball in
the state department, “play [the] game partly their way” by maintaining a
“decent veil [of] hypocrisy.” The joint chiefs arranged the use of other
ports for off-loading those heavy military goods that were impossible to
conceal %

In the meantime, reports arrived that enemy planes had penetrated
South Vietnamese air space, prompting the Kennedy administration to
authorize reprisals that further suggested a U.S. takeover of the war. South
Vietnamese officials had picked up unidentified radar blips in the Central
Highlands, raising suspicions that Communist planes were supplying the
Vietcong with matériel or men. Nolting asked the Saigon government to
prepare an aide-mémoire requesting the use of U.S. interceptors equipped
for night fighting. That done, the state department approved their dis-
patch but warned against any incursions into Cambodia and insisted on
basing the planes outside Saigon. From Geneva, Rusk concurred in the
decision to shoot down “hostile aircraft over South Vietnam.” The presi-
dent likewise approved the action. Accordingly, the joint chiefs declared
that U.S. planes might, “where means of deviating or bringing the aircraft
under control are not practically possible, engage and destroy hostile air-
craft within the geographical limits of South Vietnam.”*

The Kennedy administration devised an elaborate scheme intended to
conceal its new air war policy. The directive reversed the January 1962
order, by which CINCPAC barred U.S. aircraft from taking action against
hostile planes over South Vietnam. To minimize publicity, Ball explained,
field personnel would declare that any downed Communist plane had
crashed, lessening the impact of American involvement in “active hostili-
ties.” If U.S. action brought down an enemy plane and the news leaked,
credit should go to the Vietnam Air Force if it seemed plausible to assert
that a South Vietnamese plane on a routine training mission had destroyed
an unidentified but hostile plane. T'o make this plan work, South Vietnam-
ese—piloted Farmgate T-28s should be airborne each time American F-102
night fighters went on a mission. If the story was not plausible, the claim
was to be that the intruder had accidentally crashed. If a U.S. plane went
down, the official explanation was to be an accident while on a routine
orientation flight. As the president’s cover story to the press, he would
attribute the presence of F-1o2s to the Saigon government’s request for
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night interceptors. In any case, Ball asserted to Rusk, the White House
will send a “loud and clear” message to the Communists.®

The yearly turnover of American servicemen coming home from Viet-
nam led the Kennedy administration to issue directives that likewise aimed
at camouflaging U.S. participation in the war. Returning Americans were
to say that they had acted only as advisers and instructors in helping the
South Vietnamese in matters relating to training, logistics, communica-
tions, and transportation. “U.S. personnel,” according to a defense depart-
ment statement, “are not in a combat status and are instructed not to fire
unless fired upon.” Americans continued to receive direction from the
Saigon government. “This is not a U.S. war and personnel being inter-
viewed should not imply the U.S. is fighting this war.”¢

By THE SPRING of 1962 the United States had joined the war in every sense
except the use of combat troops. U.S. advisory assistance reached down to
the ARVN’s battalion level, U.S. planes engaged in bombing and strafing
missions, U.S. naval patrols extended into the waters above the seventeenth
parallel, and U.S. advisers regularly entered the vaguely defined battle zones,
authorized to fire in self-defense. Counterinsurgency remained the over-
riding U.S. strategy, but it had tilted so dramatically to the military side
that the United States appeared to be on the verge of taking over the war.
Galbraith could not understand the White House’s obsession with Viet-
nam. “Who is the man in your administration who decides what countries
are strategic? I would like to have his name and address and ask him what is
so important about this real estate in the space age.”® Not chastened by
these admonitions, the Kennedy administration pursued its objective of
saving South Vietnam from the Communists, particularly mindful of the
impact of a setback on U.S. credibility in the Cold War. But U.S. partici-
pation in the guerrilla war had reached a more dangerous threshold. In
expanding its military assistance program, the White House had threat-
ened its credibility at home by attempting to hide its warlike activities from
the American press and people.



DE-AMERICANIZING
THE SECRET WAR

[We must] be prepared to seize upon any favorable moment
to reduce our involvement, [though] recognizing that the
moment might yet be some time away.

President John F. Kennedy, April 6, 1962

[Victory would come when the Vietcong] could be eliminated
as a disturbing force.

Robert McNamara, July 23, 1962

HE APPARENT PROGRESS in the war encouraged the first talk of

reducing the U.S. military involvement to its original level of

January 1961. Best estimates were that the South Vietnamese
government would bring the insurgents under control in three years and
that a scaled withdrawal could meanwhile begin in proportion to its mili-
tary’s gradually improving performance. Pacification would proceed apace,
spurred by the success of the Strategic Hamlet Program. Counterinsurgency
tactics would triumph, destroying the myth of Vietcong invincibility and
leading the peasants to depend on the Saigon government for security.
Whether or not the president and his advisers really believed their optimis-
tic pronouncements, they held to their paradoxical strategy of escalating the
U.S. military involvement as the primary step toward de-Americanizing that
conflict. At the president’s bidding, McNamara and others in a tight inner
circle began devising a plan aimed at cutting back the U.S. commitment and
counting on the Diem regime to restore domestic order after the bulk of
American soldiers went home.

By EARLY APRIL 1962 the pressure for U.S. combat troops began to ease as
the situation in South Vietnam appeared to improve. The Delta Plan had
resulted in a coordinated military—civilian operation that sought to safe-
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guard the Mekong River villagers on an area-by-area basis. Operation Sun-
rise would clear the Vietcong from Binh Duong Province, just twelve miles
above Saigon, and then relocate its inhabitants in an ever-widening ring of
secured strategic hamlets. Its vital ingredient was civic action projects, in-
tended to resolve what Hilsman called “the essentially political nature of
the problem in South Vietnam.” The key to success, Rusk emphasized,
was an integrated civil and military program.!

Meanwhile, complications resulted from the tension between the for-
eign press and the Saigon regime. Diem had ordered the expulsions of
Homer Bigart of the New York Times and Francois Sully of Newsweek, only
to retract the edict after Nolting’s urgings. The ambassador did not always
agree with the stories but warned Diem that ejecting the writers would
undermine the aid effort by alienating the American public and Congress.
Diem especially disliked Sully, who had criticized the Ngo family. The
premier accused both correspondents of “unfriendly and inaccurate report-
ing” and, instead of expelling them, refused to renew their visas.?

Relations between the Kennedy administration and the press likewise
were strained, primarily because of the stories implying that the United
States had taken over the war. The U.S. role was advisory, insisted the
White House. America’s involvement had become so flagrant, however,
that it seemed to have assumed control. Even the names of military opera-
tions—Farmgate and Sunrise—were American in origin. On April 1, Bigart
wrote in the New York Times Sunday edition thata large contingent of U.S.
colonels and civilians had recently inspected a stockade in Operation Sun-
rise as part of a military action. As evidence for this assertion, Bigart re-
ferred toa U.S. officer involved in planning the operation. These misleading
reports, Harriman and Rusk complained, might turn White House sup-
porters against the aid program, while the Vietcong exploited the growing
U.S. presence to remind the Vietnamese of their French nightmare.?

The Kennedy administration’s complaints about Bigart’s story were
justified, Nolting asserted. The South Vietnamese had devised the code
words “Binh Minh” for the operation, which translated as Sunrise and only
appeared to be of American origin. U.S. advisers were making a special
effort to ensure the indigenous character of future names. Nolting admit-
ted that about a dozen Americans had inspected a stockade as representa-
tives of both civilian and military agencies, but it was a ceremonial dedication
of a strategic hamlet. The Saigon government had invited more Ameri-
cans, but the embassy had limited the number to minimize U.S. visibility.*

The appearance of progress in South Vietnam did not ease Galbraith’s
fears, and he again warned the president against a deeper involvement.
"The Saigon government remained weak and ineffective, led by a man who
had gone “beyond the point of no return.” If the United States continued
its present path, it would “bleed as the French did.” Admittedly, effective
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pacification necessitated the relocation of villagers, but the Diem regime’s
draconian measures would alienate these people and force a further escala-
tion of America’s involvement. A political firestorm would break out over
“the new Korea.”

Galbraith repeated his recommendation for a U.S. military withdrawal,
followed by a multilateral effort to end the war. The White House should
scale down its commitment and encourage the establishment of a non-
Communist government that was free from outside dictation. Galbraith
had learned on a confidential basis that the International Control Com-
mission would soon produce a report that held both sides responsible for
the conflict, the North Vietnamese for subverting South Vietnam and the
Americans for exceeding the manpower and matériel limitations prescribed
by the Geneva Accords. Harriman should ask the commission to inquire
whether Hanoi would restrict Vietcong actions in exchange for a phased
U.S. withdrawal, liberalized commercial relations between North and South
Vietnam, and the assurance of reunification discussions. “We cannot our-
selves replace Diem. But we should be clear in our mind that almost any
non-Communist change would probably be beneficial.” Above all, the
United States must not commit combat troops.®

Similar warnings came in a memo to the president from Bowles. Just
returned from the sensitive area, he was convinced that the United States
needed “an effective but unprovocative military presence capable of deter-
ring an overt attack by Communist forces.” But he also knew that the pres-
ence of combat troops so close to Communist China might serve as a
“magnet for Communist pressures.” Bowles favored training and arming
natives against the insurgents, but only in conjunction with the construc-
tion of schools, clinics, roads, and bridges. The United States should re-
place SEATO with a series of bilateral treaties on an interim basis, followed
by “great-power guarantees” of Southeast Asia’s safety.’

But neither outright withdrawal nor a multilateral involvement ever
became serious discussion points inside the Kennedy administration. U.S.
credibility in the Cold War remained the decisive consideration, prohibit-
ing any perceived retreatin Vietnam. Internationalization of the war aroused
only cautious support from Harriman and Rostow, who conceded Califor-
nia Congressman D. S. Saund’s recent argument that a greater role by
neighboring countries would reduce the number of Americans required.
Harriman, however, saw problems. U.S. military leaders did not favor the
idea. Not only did the joint chiefs want to control the war, but they recog-
nized the command and logistic difficulties that accompanied a multilat-
eral intervention. And yet, a continued unilateral U.S. involvement was
not a viable option because, as Rostow darkly warned, “we are likely to be

in Viet-Nam for a long period of time.”®
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Perhaps due to the perception of progress, but also because of the
danger of a deeper entanglement, President Kennedy began to inch to-
ward paring down the U.S. involvement. He agreed with Galbraith,
Harriman, and Rusk that the United States must reduce its visibility with-
out forgoing its commitment. But how to do this without risking the col-
lapse of South Vietnam and dealing a devastating blow to American prestige?
Harriman thought Diem “a losing horse in the long run” and yet could
suggest no replacement. He also opposed the neutralization of South Viet-
nam. Although Harriman was pushing that outcome for Laos, he realized
that the United States could not similarly abandon South Vietnam without
a stunning loss of credibility. The White House should “support the gov-
ernment and people of Viet-Nam, rather than Diem personally.” Before
his congressional briefing on Laos, Harriman told the president that “the
more flexible policy in Laos is best understood in terms of our stronger
strategic position in Vietnam.” Saigon’s leaders had long feared a Laotian
solution imposed onto them, despite repeated U.S. assurances against such
amove. To a U.S. embassy official, Vice President Tho warned that if the
war continued, the “Lao solution could be catching.” The president found
himself trapped between the two equally unattractive options of neutral-
ization, which would leave an image of another U.S. retreat, and a total
U.S. withdrawal, which would constitute an outright defeat. Searching for
a safe middle ground, Kennedy told Harriman that “[we must] be prepared
to seize upon any favorable moment to reduce our involvement,” though
“recognizing that the moment might yet be some time away.”’

White House expectations of total victory had virtually disappeared.
Gone was the cocksure attitude of those advisers who before the Cuban
Bay of Pigs debacle had boasted that the mere threat of U.S. military ac-
tion ensured a rollback of enemy forces. The joint chiefs and other hard-
liners remained supportive of a military solution, but even some of them
began to see that military measures might better serve as the means to an
end rather than the end itself. At first the U.S. involvement promised to be
short and decisive. How could a small band of peasants withstand Ameri-
can firepower? But now, after more than a year of steadily deepening mili-
tary commitment, the timetable for even a limited “victory” had threatened
to stretch beyond the president’s term in office. And what a burden Viet-
nam would be in the 1964 reelection campaign! It made sense to regard
South Vietnam’s survival as the chief measure of success and arrange a
partial withdrawal that progressed in harmony with Saigon’s capacity to
stand on its own.

The idea of a sharply diminished U.S. commitment attracted the in-
terest of more than just the president, particularly after British counterin-
surgency expert Robert Thompson warned that Americans were becoming
too visible and that the war might last another six years. Cottrell asserted
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that the longer the United States remained involved, the greater the chances
of its having to send combat troops and totally Americanize the war. “Viet-
namese should kill Vietnamese, but never foreigners killing Vietnamese.”
The Vietcong “would love to get the Americans more committed to com-
bat in Viet-Nam because they could then wrap themselves in the cloak of
Nationalism and recruit more Vietnamese for the fight against the foreign
devils.” The U.S. military presence must be minimal. This was Saigon’s
“war against Vietnamese terrorist intruders.”!?

The White House had to resolve a host of problems in Vietnam be-
fore scaling back its involvement. Nhu’s recent actions as head of the Stra-
tegic Hamlet Program had inflated hopes for success. In a highly publicized
declaration, he called for the erection of 12,000 strategic hamlets through-
out the country within the next eighteen months on the principle of more
secure to less secure areas. This approach set off an ill-managed construc-
tion race among the provincial chiefs that inflicted great personal hard-
ships on the villagers. Security measures remained inadequate, virtually
inviting Vietcong raids that had seriously damaged a dozen hamlets in re-
cent days. Government forces must communicate warnings among the vil-
lages, whether by gongs, flares, or drums. They had to stop Vietcong
movements along the delta’s waterways and close their sanctuaries in Cam-
bodia, Laos, and North Vietnam. They must become familiar with central
Vietnam’s mountains by relying on the native Montagnards. The rangers
could severely hamper the Vietcong’s actions by spending more time in
the jungle. Vietcong casualties must escalate.!!

Despite the certainty of a long war, the president’s advisers insisted
that a negotiated U.S. withdrawal was not acceptable. The defense depart-
ment rejected Galbraith’s plea on the ground that the move would under-
mine U.S. credibility. “South Vietnam is a testing ground of U.S. resolution
in Asia,” according to a military adviser’s memo to the president. The Com-
munists would ignore the terms in Galbraith’s withdrawal plan, leaving
the United States with the unappealing choice of either raising its involve-
ment to a more dangerous level or engaging in a retreat. Nolting likewise
opposed a negotiated withdrawal. Cambodian Prince Norodom Sihanouk’s
recent public call for an international conference would suggest the immi-
nence of neutralization and undermine South Vietnam’s confidence in
America. The United States, Nolting argued, must convince North Viet-
nam that its infiltration tactics could not bring down the Saigon govern-
ment. Once the insurgency shrank to a level manageable by South Vietnam’s
forces, the United States could begin a scaled withdrawal aimed at restor-
ing the low-key advisory and assistance program of early 1961.1

Pressure for a negotiated withdrawal nonetheless continued. In mid-
April 1962, North Vietnamese Deputy Nguyen Van Vinh accused the
United States and Diem of violating the Geneva Accords and sought to
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reconvene the Geneva Conference in an effort to help all Viethamese people
achieve the independence promised in 1954. Vinh'’s call for an interna-
tional conference appeared to be Hanoi’s official policy. He was chair of
the National Reunification Commission, which held ministerial rank in
North Vietnam’s Council of Ministers, and he was major general and vice
minister of National Defense. Hanoi’s “Voice of Vietnham Radio” mean-
while welcomed Sihanouk’s proposal for an international conference.
Galbraith criticized the White House for opposing negotiations and in-
sisted that the nation’s vital interests were nor at stake in South Vietnam.
The United States must not subordinate its policy to the wishes of any
regime. “This leads us to the absurdity that any action, however sensible,
may undermine confidence if it doesn’t fit the particular preferences of the
government we are supporting.” If the only way the United States could
win trust was to fight wars, it “ought to get Dulles back to take charge.”!?

The Kennedy administration faced a multitude of problems in trying
to cut back involvement. Lack of unity in the American aid effort ensured
continued uncertainty. Diem’s recalcitrance posed an ongoing obstacle.
The only constant was the attempt to protect U.S. credibility in the Cold
War, which dictated a continued commitment to South Vietnam. That
commitment, however, would dramatically diminish after that government
was able to survive on its own. To reach that threshold, the White House
had to convince Hanoi to stop infiltration, which necessitated a height-
ened aid program. Hence the conundrum: The only way out of Vietnam
was to go in deeper.

II

COUNTERINSURGENCY STRATEGY remained the key to a partial withdrawal,
even though its strong military orientation encouraged a deeper involve-
ment. The U.S. embassy officer in charge of Vietnam affairs, Theodore
Heavner, warned against increasing the United States’s military visibility.
His April tour of five provinces convinced him that success depended on
building more strategic hamlets and squelching North Vietnamese infil-
tration. But these measures entailed greater U.S. interference in South
Vietnam’s internal matters. American advisers were rarely welcome, pri-
marily out of fear that they would take over all local responsibilities. But
these same provincial officers also distrusted their home government. “I
spend more time doing this,” one South Vietnamese official said while
pressing his palms together and bowing his head, “than this”—firing a gun
at the Vietcong—*“and so do all officials who want to keep their jobs.”*
For the Strategic Hamlet Program to work, U.S. and South Vietnam-
ese officials had to upgrade the Self-Defense Corps (SDC). Such measures
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included improvements in pay, equipment, training, medical attention, and
disability and retirement provisions. One provincial official complained
that the SDC received such poor compensation that its people had to steal
chickens and pigs for food and, in so doing, had alienated the populace.
The most important problem, however, was the government’s decision to
construct so many strategic hamlets that it lacked sufficient SDC person-
nel for their defense. In some instances, as few as six SDC personnel were
responsible for protecting up to 3,000 villagers. With sparse provisions
and in such isolated conditions, the SDC attempted to defend the hamlets
while the Civil Guard and the ARVN took the initiative in ambushes,
sweeps, night patrols, and other offensive actions. If the program contin-
ued, Heavner nonetheless declared, it should succeed within two years."?

McNamara, too, considered the Strategic Hamlet Program the “deci-
sive battle ground” for “the hearts and minds” of the Vietnamese people.
After a recent visit to Southeast Asia, he noted about 14,000 hamlets in
South Vietnam, only 1,579 of them considered strategic hamlets and an-
other 1,230 planned for completion that year. Most of them involved no
population resettlement because they were in areas already under govern-
ment control. Pacification would succeed, he declared, if the government
made plain to villagers why relocation was essential, provided competent
administrators, instituted efficient construction measures, installed a warn-
ing system, and trained and equipped local defense groups. The “National
Assembly for Strategic Hamlets” would open in mid-May with a class of
500. Victory would come through programs already in place and, “hope-
fully, it will not take fifteen years to consummate it.”!¢

The reality again was different from the appearance. There was no
systematic scheme of development. Nolting complained that Nhu’s attempt
to construct strategic hamlets all over the country had caused provincial
chiefs to build them in a “helter-skelter fashion.” Thompson’s plan had
assigned priority to the more seriously threatened delta provinces because
the government’s security forces were unable to support pacification all
over the country. The Diem regime, however, wanted to establish control
over its people by erecting strategic hamlets in every province. This sweep-
ing approach threatened to undermine the entire program by putting up
more strategic hamlets than the government could staff.!”

Nhu, however, defended his conception of the Strategic Hamlet Pro-
gram as “the democratic system in action.” Freedom and justice for the
individual would spread as locally elected committees administered civic
action programs that benefited everyone. The overall success of the effort
rested on the “two thirds concept—meaning that if two-thirds of the popu-
lace in any given area could be assured security the other one-third would
automatically fall in line.” Imposition of democracy from the top in an
underdeveloped country brought anarchy followed by dictatorship. The
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institution of democracy at the local level helped to stamp out privilege and
unite the people. Free elections by secret ballot provided the key to success.
Thus the so-called defended hamlet did not work because that system called
for only selected areas of construction and therefore uprooted people by
moving them to centralized locations. A better approach was to persuade
young families to establish local hamlets defended by commando groups
trained in guerrilla tactics. The time required for success, Nhu thought, was
three years. War was necessary to implement this “revolution for democ-
racy.” The Vietnamese people realized that “this was their war.”!8

Diem rejected the more restrained British and American approach to
building strategic hamlets in the delta and supported Nhu’s argument for
constructing them throughout the country. Thuan thought the govern-
ment could complete the program within six months. Trueheart remained
dubious. Diem’s failure to incorporate the military into the planning and
execution of the program meant no assurances of village security. “This
was to fight with one hand tied behind your back,” Trueheart declared.
“Many hamlets in exposed areas were going to be overrun.”’

Regardless of the approach, the development of strategic hamlets ne-
cessitated a massive relocation of families with all its attendant hardships.
Primary among these was the uprooting of a tradition-bound people who
had formed ancestral loyalties and familial ties to their home villages over
generations. Faith in the program could come if the peasants became con-
vinced that safety lay in relocation, if the Saigon government provided suffi-
cient assistance for them to make the move, if the transplanted villagers knew
that they could return to their homes in the foreseeable future, if the hamlets
promoted a democratic revolution (and not simply Diem’s control), if the
villagers felt secure—the “ifs” could go on indefinitely. Neither the Diem
regime nor U.S. officials could guarantee anything to the villagers except a
change in environment for an undefined period of time. Indeed, the inclu-
sion of schools and hospitals in the Strategic Hamlet Program implied a
lengthy displacement of families into an alien environment.

Newsweek’s account of a strategic hamlet in Cu Chi confirmed these
doubts but nonetheless failed to shake White House confidence in the pro-
gram. In this group of four villages just twenty-five miles northeast of
Saigon, more than 6,000 local peasants were protected by eight miles of
moats filled with bamboo spears and planks with eight-inch-long nails stick-
ing up. To leave nothing for the Vietcong, the government’s forces had
torched the houses of more than 140 families from the forests and then
forcefully relocated them into this hamlet with the promise of new land.
On the door frames of each hut was a list of all legitimate occupants. Be-
fore leaving for the fields each morning, the villagers had to submit to a
search to make sure they carried no extra food for the Vietcong. At night-
fall, a curfew bell summoned them back inside the fortress. They had no
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choice. Anyone remaining outside was subject to being shot by the night
patrol. When a U.S. officer suggested that Diem’s forces should have distrib-
uted pamphlets explaining the program beforehand, a Vietnamese soldier
disagreed. “We wanted to achieve a surprise. If the peasants had been told
in advance, they would have bolted into the woods.” Despite the peasants’
unhappiness, Hilsman was exuberant over the strategic hamlets. “I thought
it likely before that Diem would beat the Viet Cong, but now, with the
new program, I think it will be easy.”?’

Despite the two distinctly different directions taken by South Viet-
nam and the United States in the Strategic Hamlet Program, the Kennedy
administration insisted that harmony characterized the counterinsurgency
effort. Before the Detroit Economic Club in late April 1962, Undersecretary
of State George Ball praised the administration’s strategy and assured a
continued U.S. commitment to South Vietnam. Success would come from
“the long, slow arduous execution of a process” aimed at winning freedom
“village by village” against “a carefully planned and mounted campaign of
subversion and insurgency—equipped and directed from Hanoi.” The Stra-
tegic Hamlet Program would destroy the guerrillas’ “mystique of success”
by shattering the Vietcong’s “aura of invincibility.” Victory would “be won
or lost in the villages and cities and in the minds and hearts of men.”?!

Ball inadvertently underlined the administration’s central enigma when
he denied any U.S. intention to take over the war while emphasizing the
need for more direct involvement in the region. “The United States has 7o
combat units in Viet-Nam. We are not fighting the war, as some reports
have suggested. We are not running the war, as the Communists have tried
assiduously to argue.” The United States furnished matériel and trained
personnel—at Diem’s request. Admittedly, Americans were exposed to
combat. Yes, the commitment would be long. “We should have no illu-
sions. It took eight years in Malaya.” But the United States had to honor a
SEATO pledge to preserve South Vietnam’s independence as a vital part
of the global conflict between freedom and communism. Vietnam was stra-
tegically important because it was the gateway to Indonesia and Malaya
and it controlled the mouth of the Mekong River, which was the main
artery of Southeast Asia. South Vietnam’s collapse would have tragic re-
percussions throughout Asia and the South Pacific.??

Ball’s speech drew a spirited press reaction. In the New York Herald
Tribune, Marguerite Higgins wrote that “American retreat or withdrawal
from South Viet-Nam is unthinkable, according to Mr. Ball. The Ameri-
can commitment, moreover, is now irrevocable.” To McGeorge Bundy,
Ball called her comments “strong language” and an erroneous rendition of
what he had said. Ball cited two other press accounts that were more accu-
rate. Russell Baker in the New York Times termed the speech a response to
Republican allegations that the United States was in a shooting war. Baker
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did not suggest that the United States had made an irreversible commit-
ment, as Higgins claimed. Warren Unna in the Washington Post also char-
acterized the speech as focusing on the White House attempt to reduce
the nation’s involvement. “This, of course,” Ball noted with satisfaction,
“is what was intended.”??

The Kennedy administration approved Ball’s speech as highlighting the
move toward a scaled withdrawal from Vietnam. McGeorge Bundy implied
a strong White House interest in a partial pullout when he declared that
Ball’s speech had a “tone and content that we would not have cleared, simply
from the point of view of maintaining a chance of political settlement.” The
administration would not negotiate South Vietnam’s neutralization, but it
would reduce the U.S. involvement in conjunction with the ARVN’s im-
proved field performance. Forrestal praised the speech though also implying
an even more imminent reduction in involvement by noting Ball’s failure to
make clear that it was South Vietnam’s war. Rusk likewise pointed toward a
major withdrawal. “If the communist authorities in North Viet-Nam will
stop their campaign to destroy the Republic of Viet-Nam, the measures we
are taking to assist your defense efforts will no longer be necessary.” Harriman
called for the same approach taken by the Truman administration in Greece:
Help the indigenous population to determine the war’s verdict, and then,
after the government’s forces proved themselves capable of controlling the
guerrillas, cut back the U.S. involvement.?*

But great risks lay in the White House belief that it had guided events
in Greece and could do the same in Vietnam. The analogy was flawed.
Whereas the Greek army had been large enough to drive the guerrillas
into the barren mountains of northern Greece, it was doubtful that the
South Vietnamese army would ever reach sufficient numbers to expel the
insurgency. The Diem regime had failed to close the country’s extensive
borders, resulting in heightened infiltration and continued places of ref-
uge outside South Vietnam. Rostow had repeatedly declared that the ARVN
must be at least ten times the size of the Vietcong, which meant that the
present ARVN force of less than 170,000 was already too small to deal
with 25,000 Vietcong—a figure that was growing by a thousand a month.?’

The Kennedy administration failed to recognize the entangling na-
ture of its involvement. In seeking to restore the Geneva division at the
seventeenth parallel, it had argued for a withdrawal through escalation.
The infectious spirit of foreign intervention had not become clear to
Washington’s strategists, who believed it possible to conduct a limited war.
Cottrell asserted that U.S. strategy aimed at inflicting “graduated punish-
ment” on North Vietnam in an effort to stop its aiding the Vietcong. The
White House could do this, he implied, without internationalizing the con-
flict. But his argument was unsound. In Greece, the threat of direct Soviet
intervention had been less likely than that of a direct North Vietnamese
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involvement in the present conflict. And what about the Chinese Commu-
nists? Mao Zedong had carried out his threat of armed intervention in Korea
during the early 1950s and was now even better equipped to conduct a simi-
lar action in Vietnam. And yet, the black memories of the Chinese interven-
tion in the Korean War did not faze Cottrell. A Chinese “scrap” with U.S.
forces would present the opportunity to reunite the Vietnams under Diem’s
leadership. “If we had to destroy both the Chinese and DRV [Democratic
Republic of Vietnam] war making capability,” he cavalierly remarked, “it
would be rather silly to return the DRV to Commie control.”?®

I1X

DESPITE THE SIGNS of an imminent reduction in U.S. involvement, a grow-
ing number of Kennedy advisers had become impatient with Diem and
called for stronger action. Diem had encouraged a showdown over the
need for administrative changes by rejecting the U.S. Operations Mission’s
request to bypass the Saigon ministries in dealing with provincial authori-
ties. A partial withdrawal was out of the question until the Saigon govern-
ment proved itself capable of running the country. But when (if ever) would
the Diem regime reach this plateau? Rostow thought the time right to
“force a confrontation” over Hanoi’s actions in Southeast Asia. Otherwise,
the North Vietnamese (and probably the Chinese Communists) would seize
northern Laos and increase infiltration into South Vietnam. Further delay
would necessitate combat troops.?’

Rostow sought to take advantage of present troubles within the interna-
tional Communist front. The United States should firmly reiterate to the
Soviets its condemnation of Hanoi’s recent joint assault with Pathet Lao
forces on the provincial capital of Nam Tha (a mere twenty miles from China)
as a violation of the previous year’s cease-fire agreement. If the North Viet-
namese failed to respond to the U.S. attempt to restore the Geneva Accords,
the White House must take “direct retaliatory action” by dispatching carri-
ers into the South China Sea just below the seventeenth parallel, launching
air attacks on transportation facilities and power sources in North Vietnam,
and mining Haiphong harbor. “I believe that if we are bold enough, lucid
enough in our communications, and make it clear that Hanoi cannot any
longer safely be used as a Communist catspaw without paying a direct price,
we have a fair chance that we can foreshorten both the Laos and Vietnam
crises.” The timing was good: North Vietnam and Communist China had
serious domestic problems; the United States and the Soviet Union had a
“relatively favorable balance of nuclear strength”; and the Soviets and Com-
munist Chinese had fallen out over numerous issues. A strong policy could
avert “an indefinitely prolonged US commitment.””®
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Nolting appealed to the so-called replacement argument to justify send-
ing more matériel. One goal of the Geneva pact of 1954 was to maintain a
military balance between the Vietnams. The French withdrawal of the mid-
1950s, he argued, had altered the balance in North Vietnam’s favor. To
counter Hanoi’s subversion and aggression, the Saigon government had
requested U.S. assistance. Article 17b of the accords stipulated that “war
material, arms and munitions which have been destroyed, damaged, or worn
out or used up after cessation of hostilities may be replaced on basis of
piece-for-piece of same type and with similar characteristics.” The Inter-
national Control Commission, Nolting insisted, recognized the replace-
ment principle in 1958 when it credited the Saigon government with goods
exported under its auspices. Neither the United States nor South Vietnam
sought to restore a military capacity matching that of the French in 1954;
they wanted to build a military base capable of resisting the guerrilla threat
sponsored by Hanoi.?’

The Indian government (with its representative one of three on the
commission) flatly rejected Nolting’s argument, insisting that Hanoi’s vio-
lations of the Geneva Accords did not justify similar U.S. actions: “T'wo
wrongs do not add up to a right.” Despite the self-restraints promised by
U.S. officials, the replacement principle would result in a total breakdown
of the Geneva Accords and a call for a new international conference. If
India permitted the Americans to send more goods, it would expose itself
to Communist charges of capitulation to Washington’s pressure. The U.S.
embassy in New Delhi (where Galbraith was ambassador) had strongly
advised against the replacement argument.’”

Further complicating the matter was Hanoi’s taking the moral high
ground on the Geneva Accords. In a recent interview with British and Aus-
trian Communist newspapers, North Vietnamese prime minister Pham
Van Dong emphasized that his government sought reunification by “peace-
ful means on the basis of the 1954 Geneva Agreements” and called for
negotiations engineered by the cochairs of the Geneva Conference. “Our
struggle against US Imperialist aggression,” he continued in what Nolting
termed “typical upside-down Communist terminology,” was “precisely
aimed at maintaining peace and stability in the Southeast Asian area and
actively contributing to [the] preservation of world peace.” North Vietnam’s
position proved difficult to refute. Observers were unable to see Hanoi’s
hand in the Vietnamese struggle but could not miss Washington’s military
presence.’!

In early June 1962 the International Control Commission released its
findings for the period from February 1, 1960, to February 28, 1961, and
declared that the situation in Vietnam had markedly deteriorated as each
side accused the other of violating the Geneva agreements of 1954. Saigon
had charged Hanoi with subversion and aggression; Hanoi had accused
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Saigon of illegally accepting U.S. military assistance. The commission con-
cluded (with the Polish delegate dissenting from the Indian and Canadian
delegates) that “armed and unarmed personnel, arms, munitions and other
supplies” had gone from the northern sector of Vietnam to the south with
the aim of “supporting, organising and carrying out hostile activities, in-
cluding armed attacks,” against the south. Hanoi had permitted use of the
northern zone for “inciting, encouraging and supporting hostile activities”
in the southern zone, “aimed at the overthrow of the Administration in the
South.” On the other side, Hanoi had accused the United States of “direct
military intervention” in South Vietnam by sending “war material” and
“military personnel.” Evidence included a bilateral military agreement; the
introduction of 5,000 U.S. military personnel and an expected increase to
8,000; the arrival of four aircraft carriers bringing in helicopters, other
aircraft, military equipment, and personnel; the importation of jet fighters,
fighter-bombers, and transport planes, accompanied by military vehicles
and other goods; well-publicized visits by U.S. military figures, including
Taylor, Felt, and Lemnitzer; and the establishment of MACV with a four-
star general, Paul Harkins, in command.??

The International Control Commission had been “persistently denied
the right to control and inspect” affairs in South Vietnam since December
1961; consequently, its teams could see the “steady and continuous arrival
of war material, including aircraft carriers with helicopters on board,” but
they were unable “to determine precisely the quantum and nature of war
material” brought into South Vietnam. On December 9, 1961, the com-
mission received a note from Saigon declaring that in light of Hanoi’s vio-
lations of the Geneva agreements, the South Vietnamese government had
exercised its right of self-defense in asking the United States for additional
personnel and matériel. “These measures can end as soon as the North
Viet-Nam authorities will have ceased the acts of aggression and will have
begun to respect the Geneva Agreement.” From December 3, 1961, through
May 5, 1962, the commission had itself observed the passage into the south
of military personnel, helicopters, jets, fighter bombers, reconnaissance
aircraft, jeeps, tractors, howitzers, armored carriers, radar equipment, and
warships.*

The International Control Commission came up with a mixed conclu-
sion. It refused to recognize Saigon’s claim to credits for certain goods;
Article 17b of the Geneva pact stipulated only war matériel identical to the
original pieces. As for Hanoi’s charge that the United States had set up
MACYV in violation of Article 19, the South Vietnamese Mission’s letter of
March 15, 1962, asserted that MACV was “not a military command in the
usual sense of the term, and that its only function is to supervise and man-
age the utilisation of American personnel and equipment.” The commis-
sion declared, however, that South Vietnam had violated Articles 16 and
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17 in “receiving the increased military aid from the United States of America
in the absence of any established credit in its favour.” It also asserted that,
despite the lack of a formal military alliance, “the establishment of a U.S.
Military Assistance Command in South Viet-Nam, as well as the introduc-
tion of a large number of U.S. military personnel beyond the stated strength
of the MAAG (Military Assistance and Advisory Group), amounts to a fac-
tual military alliance,” which the Geneva Accords prohibited. Furthermore,
both parties had shown no disposition to permit the commission to con-
duct its functions, resulting in “ever-increasing tension and threat of re-
sumption of open hostilities.”**

The International Control Commission’s report, as Galbraith had said
earlier, blamed both Hanoi and Washington for the war, but it left room
for the White House to attribute primary cause to North Vietnam. The
state department told the press that the commission had highlighted North
Vietnamese policies aimed at overthrowing the Saigon government. Ad-
mittedly, South Vietnam had imported military equipment and personnel
that exceeded the Geneva limits, but these moves were a necessary part of
Saigon’s defense against outside aggression that began in 1955 and increased
to such intensity that Diem had requested U.S. military assistance in 1961.
North Vietnam’s aggressions had justified U.S. military aid under the uni-
versal right of self-defense, its violations of the Geneva agreements, and
SEATO’s “protective ‘umbrella’ over Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. If
U.S. defensive help constituted a military alliance, the state department
indignantly declared, then Soviet and Communist Chinese assistance to
the North Vietnamese was an “aggressive military alliance.”’

The NLF responded with vicious countercharges. That same month
of June 1962, it published a booklet accusing the United States and Diem
of pursuing a “bloody war” over the past eight years that had led to “the
most barbarous murders” in their effort to enslave the people of South
Vietnam. The NLF’s evidence included graphic descriptions of rapes, sexual
violations, tortures, cannibalism, mutilations, burnings, massacres, dissec-
tions, whippings, facial stabbings, drownings, the use of poison gas, vic-
tims with barbed wire threaded through their palms and hanged alive in
the sun, and the use of statues of Christ for target practice.’®

To achieve a partial pullout from a conflict that was spiraling upward
in intensity, the Kennedy administration tried to downplay the focus on
South Vietnam by placing it within the context of the entire region’s
troubles. In late June 1962, Rusk issued a directive creating the Task Force
on Southeast Asia, whose mandate was to plan and coordinate programs
for the area. Chaired by Harriman, it replaced the Vietnam Task Force,
which became the Vietham Working Group. The new Southeast Asia Task
Force included Cottrell as deputy chair of representatives from the de-
fense department, Joint Chiefs of Staff, CIA, Agency for International
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Development, and U.S. Information Agency.?” Such a diffusion of the prob-
lem would establish the importance of the region as a whole and thereby
encourage the chances of scaling down the U.S. involvement in Vietnam.

Once determined upon partial withdrawal, the administration found it
easier to interpret battle assessments as favorable. To Harriman, Hilsman
highlighted several factors that a hopeful White House could regard as
optimistic. “It can be said that [the enemy] is now meeting more effective
resistance and having to cope with increased aggressiveness by the Viet-
namese military and security forces.” Lost in the selected reading of this
document was the assertion that the Vietcong had continued to grow in
numbers and performance while systematically undermining Saigon’s au-
thority in the countryside. In another important section, the report noted
the “encouraging signs of popular support for the government,” which
obscured the succeeding concession that there had been “no major break-
through in identifying the people with the struggle against the Viet Cong.”
The ambivalent thrust of the report continued with the finding of “no
evidence to support certain allegations of substantial deterioration in the
political and military situations in Vietnam”; it then cited “evidence of heart-
ening progress in bolstering the fighting effectiveness of the military and
security forces.” To predict success in this “war of national liberation” would
be “premature,” but “the chances are good, provided there is continuing
progress by the Vietnamese Government.” Final victory would take “some
years” and result more from “a steady erosion of Communist strength”
than from “dramatic military successes.” As Thompson and McNamara
had recently declared, the most likely prognosis was six years.?

By mid-1962, however, the highly visible U.S. military presence in Viet-
nam had obstructed the attempt to shift the emphasis to Southeast Asia as a
whole. Covert action continued, along with a U.S. airlift of ARVN troops.
Operation Farmgate had become a growing enterprise of planes and advis-
ers. In the meantime, a joint junk patrol of the South Vietnamese Navy
worked with the U.S. Navy’s Seventh Fleet to curtail infiltration by water.
The United States had provided more than 700 craft to patrol inland water-
ways and facilitate the ARVN’s mobility in the delta. MACV had more than
9,000 military personnel engaged in operational and training duties. MAAG
had assigned advisers to all provinces.’” U.S. military escalation in South
Vietnam obscured the effort to focus on the entire region.

The outward show of military force seemingly guaranteed victory in
the traditional military sense, but more than superior firepower was neces-
sary, as Lansdale reminded McNamara. On a piece of graph paper, the
defense secretary had compiled a lengthy column of computer entries that
focused on manpower, casualty, and weapons statistics. Lansdale gazed at
the list and remarked, “You’re going to fool yourself if you get all of these
figures added up because they won’t tell you how we’re doing in this war.”
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McNamara looked puzzled. “Your list is incomplete,” Lansdale explained.
“You'’ve left out the most important factor of all.”

McNamara glanced down at the penciled notations and finally asked,
“What is it?”

“Well,” Lansdale responded, “it’s the human factor. You can put it
down as the X factor.”

McNamara still seemed perplexed but scribbled it onto the paper.
“What does it consist of?”

“What the people out on the battlefield really feel; which side they
want to see win and which side they’re for at the moment. That’s the only
way you’re going to ever have this war decided.”

Seemingly interested, McNamara replied, “Tell me how to put it in.”

Unfortunately, Lansdale declared, “I don’t think any Americans out there
at the moment can report this to you.” McNamara had failed to grasp the
meaning of Lansdale’s message and prepared to erase the item from his list.
“No, leave it there,” Lansdale said, intending to try again to make his point.

A week later Lansdale handed McNamara a long list of questions that
MACYV should ask U.S. military personnel intimately familiar with Viet-
nam. How did the ARVN treat civilians on a daily basis? Did the villagers,
particularly the children, welcome the troops with smiles or resentment?
Did the Vietcong seek reprisals for the ARVN’s forceful extraction of in-
formation from villagers? What was the number of civilian casualties in
military operations? How effective were civilian actions after the ARVN
had secured an area from the Vietcong? How did the ARVN treat Vietcong
prisoners? Did ARVN capabilities compare well with the Vietcong?

In the note’s margin, McNamara praised the questions as the “kind of
info I need & am not receiving.” But his interest was more apparent than
real. “Thank you,” he curtly remarked to Lansdale and showed him the
door. “I've got something else to do now.”*

Lansdale’s efforts had had no impact. His intangible considerations
were not susceptible to measurement in numbers, making them incompre-
hensible to a statistician such as McNamara. And yet, as Lansdale realized,
the attitudes that civilians and soldiers had toward each other were more
important than military power in determining the outcome of this shad-
owy conflict.

1A%

PrESIDENT KENNEDY UNDERSTOOD the importance of nonmilitary factors
in achieving an honorable reduction of U.S. involvement. He recognized
the danger in emphasizing military considerations. He assured Diem again
that the United States did not seek to neutralize South Vietnam along with
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Laos. The South Vietnamese people, Kennedy asserted, had demonstrated
a willingness to fight for independence. Laos, however, was landlocked
and less defensible, and its domestic conditions were worse than those in
South Vietnam. A Laotian government committed to neither east nor west
might curtail Vietcong assistance from Hanoi and lead to peace in Viet-
nam. More than military measures were necessary for success.!

In early July, the Associated Press published a highly critical account
of the U.S. military involvement in Vietnam. Datelined Fort Leavenworth,
Kansas, the story claimed that U.S. Army officers on nearly all levels be-
lieved that the attempt to save South Vietnam from the Communists was,
“to put it mildly, fouled up.” Major General William Rosson, chief of the
U.S. Army’s Special Forces, was “downright angry” over the “waste of man-
power” resulting from “the misuse of his highly trained specialists in South
Viet-Nam.” Americans, he insisted, must work with “indigenous person-
nel (native forces) in company and battalion sized groups,” who then “should
go into the 22 Viet Cong areas nobody has been into for 15 years.” The
South Vietnamese should destroy the Vietcong’s training and supply bases
in North Vietnam. Numerous U.S. army personnel had declared that Diem
had divided his government and undermined the military effort. One of-
ficer argued that Diem opposed a centralized command structure because
provincial leaders would wield too much power. Others reported that the
U.S. military advisory group had become “so top-heavy and unwieldy that
its efficiency has been imperiled.” For every soldier in the field training
and advising the Vietnamese, at least five remained in the rear. Most offic-
ers thought the South Vietnamese should fight the bulk of the war; all
seemed certain that the conflict would become a decade-long war of attri-
tion with heavy American casualties.*

The AP allegations drew bitter retorts from the U.S. Army. Chief of
Staff General George Decker insisted that the account did not reflect offi-
cial army assessments. Rosson declared that he was not upset over the use
of the Special Forces, that the ARVN’s performance had improved be-
cause of a better intelligence system, and that most American soldiers were
engaged in advising, training, and supporting the South Vietnamese in
counterinsurgency actions. MACV admitted that Communist infiltration
had increased since May 1962, but it attributed this buildup to the cease-
fire in Laos that had freed Vietnamese Communists in that country for use
in South Vietnam. The U.S. embassy feared that the Laotian agreement
would open a corridor through Laos for further Vietcong infiltration and
that South Vietnam would also become subject to neutralization. But Presi-
dent Kennedy remained determined not to let that happen.*

The U.S. opposition to a negotiated settlement should have been clear,
and yet when the long-anticipated neutralization of Laos took place in late
July 1962, Hanoi thought the same outcome possible in South Vietnam.
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Le Duan encouraged party leaders in the south to maintain the struggle
because the United States had withdrawn from China and North Korea short
of a military triumph and would do so again in Vietnam. Hanoi’s officials
began contacting neutralist sympathizers in Saigon and in France about the
possibility of U.S. interest in a tripartite government in the south. But White
House support for a coalition government in Laos had rested on the belief
that the Soviet Union would convince Hanoi to stop infiltration into the
south, the bulk of which came through Laos. Until the Laotian agreement
took effect in October and infiltration showed signs of letting up, the White
House refused to consider negotiations over South Vietnam.*

Ho had become concerned about a U.S. attack on North Vietham in
the summer of 1962 and joined General Nguyen Chi Thanh in a visit to
Beijing to seek additional military assistance. The timing of the U.S. mili-
tary escalation in Vietnam proved advantageous to Hanoi’s request. Beijing
feared two wars, one with Taiwan because of Chiang Kai-shek’s seemingly
imminent assault on the mainland, and the other with India because of
mounting border troubles. Furthermore, Sino-Soviet relations had become
raw because of a recent Kazakh uprising in Chinese Central Asia. By early
August the Chinese military had made emergency preparations for a U.S.
and Nationalist assault from Taiwan and a war along the Indian border.
Mao needed to shore up allies. He approved the dispatch of sufficient rifles
and guns to meet the needs of 230 infantry battalions in South Vietnam—
all weapons provided free of charge.”

In a mid-July Associated Press (AP) article from Saigon, the unidenti-
fied writer brought further focus to the Vietcong’s expanding activities by
noting its desperate effort to secure medical supplies—particularly antibi-
otics—in killing the infections from wounds that spread rapidly in the jungle
climate. Chinese and Soviet medical equipment came through Laos, but
this was not sufficient to deal with mounting casualties. The Vietcong tried
to smuggle antibiotics from Saigon and other urban areas into its “liber-
ated areas,” and it looted all the medicine found in hamlets and outposts.
At one point, Vietcong forces raided a leper colony 160 miles northeast of
Saigon, seizing bone saws, antibiotics, and other surgical equipment. They
also kidnapped an American doctor, Dr. Eleanor Vietti of Houston, Texas,
and took her from hamlet to hamlet to treat the wounded. “In the long war
of attrition,” the writer declared, “lack of medical facilities may be a deci-
sive factor.”*

The NLF then launched a massive campaign to undermine the Strate-
gic Hamlet Program. In a pamphlet to cadres, it called on the South Viet-
namese people to resist “the whole system of imprisonment” instituted by
Diem and the Americans. The strategic hamlet was “a jail” with barbed-
wire fences and guard towers. Destroying the “government of the hamlet
or the village, punishing the spies and policemen, the evil persons in the
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strategic hamlets to prevent the repairing of the oppression machine by
the enemies, is similar to the killing of a snake by striking at his head.” On
July 20, 1962, the eighth anniversary of the Geneva Conference, the NLF
proclaimed four conditions for peace: U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam; a
cease-fire; a national coalition government of all groups followed by free
general elections to select a democratic National Assembly; and a foreign
policy of peace and neutrality.’

Despite this surging Vietcong activity, General Harkins remained op-
timistic, arguing that victory lay in a relentless ARVN offensive. Rather
than assign six or seven battalions to a wide swath of land, he wanted to
deploy small battalions acting on sound intelligence regarding Vietcong
locations and moving with speed and secrecy. Larger forces required a de-
parture the day prior to a planned mission and therefore alerted the en-
emy. He liked the idea of General Nguyen Khanh, Chief of Staff of the
General Staff, who called for reorganizing the ranger companies into bat-
talions with Montagnards serving as scouts, “somewhat like the American
Indians of yore.” They must not go out and return on the same day. “The
only way to win,” Harkins insisted, “is to attack, attack, attack.”*®

Diem agreed with Harkins but emphasized that the general must con-
vince ARVN officers that the United States was “not running the war.”
Their French experience made them wary of any U.S. action that appeared
to be a command. Harkins emphasized that his responsibility was “to ad-
vise only, not to command.” French strategy had rested on the “Maginot
Line concept” of constructing a powerful fortress and hoping to entice a
conventional attack. “The only effect produced by this is that the enemy
knows where you are.” ARVN units must be in the field for weeks at a
time. “Every unit needs to have a few victories under its belt. It has to get
out and kill the enemy.”*

Intrigued by Harkins’s proposal, Diem presented an idea referred to
as “Cutting the Forest,” which called for the establishment of small, spe-
cially trained units that would trek through the jungle for at least a month
ata time to ambush Vietcong. The marauding bands, Diem declared, could
be more effective in setting ambushes during rainy days than in dry weather.
During the wet season, the Vietcong found it difficult to preserve foods,
and with the constant pounding of the rain and the unending monotony of
the dreary, mind-numbing atmosphere, morale plummeted as thoughts
turned to home and family. The Vietcong’s habits were well known. They
arose at 4 A.M., ate breakfast, engaged in physical exercise, and then went
into the field. They returned around 8 p.M. and, after having their meal,
closed the day with a series of political indoctrination sessions. The time to
attack was four in the morning or eight at night.*®

Harkins and Diem had moved closer together in strategy by empha-
sizing the necessity of taking the battle to the enemy and destroying his
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image of invincibility. The number of men required for such special expedi-
tions would drain other units, but the proposal deserved a trial. Harkins
recommended volunteers. Special Forces already had the training to con-
duct such operations. Rangers should also go out on lengthy missions. ARVN
soldiers, he insisted, must learn that Vietcong forces were not “12 feet tall,”
an exaggerated image of the Vietcong’s abilities that Diem blamed on the
Western press. The priority was to destroy all Vietcong “safe havens.”!

Buoyed by Diem’s new sense of cooperation, Harkins presented a glow-
ing report on the war at the Sixth Secretary of Defense Conference in Ho-
nolulu on July 23, 1962 (the day following the neutralization agreement in
Laos), which pushed the Kennedy administration a major step closer to a
partial withdrawal. The fifteen-month-long Geneva Conference on Laos
had ended with a fourteen-nation agreement to neutralize the country, free-
ing the United States from that entanglement and bringing greater focus on
the need to extricate itself from Vietnam as well. The United States was on
the winning side, Harkins proclaimed. Nearly 2,400 of 6,000 strategic ham-
lets should be ready for occupancy by the end of the year, and about 115,000
Montagnards had fled the mountains in quest of government assistance against
the Vietcong. Defoliation operations were well under way at the only ap-
proved site of Bien Hoa, and the priority for crop destruction was in areas
evacuated by the Montagnards. McNamara agreed that the South Vietnam-
ese had made “tremendous progress” in the past six months, but he then
asked the most penetrating question: How long would it take before the
Vietcong “could be eliminated as a disturbing force”? Harkins did not flinch.
One year after the South Vietnamese armed forces, Civil Guard, and Self-
Defense Corps were “fully operational.”?

Encouraged by Harkins’s upbeat assessment, McNamara followed
President Kennedy’s directive to present a formula for a phased withdrawal
of American military forces. The defense secretary called for a long-range
program that focused on heightened training, equipment, and advice, and
rested on the premise that it would take three years to bring the Vietcong
under control and permita U.S. military cutback. American personnel would
have dropped from an expected 12,000 in 1964 (the number actually reached
23,000 by December, with more soldiers en route) to 1,500 staff members
at MAAG headquarters by the end of the process in fiscal year 1968. Mili-
tary aid funds would meanwhile plummet from $180 million to $40.8 mil-
lion by fiscal year 1969. But how to maintain U.S. domestic support in the
interim—particularly as American losses began to climb? To ease political
pressures on the White House, McNamara recommended a well-publi-
cized comprehensive plan of partial U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam that
began with the gradual reduction of MACV over the next three years. The
primary need was an ambitious training program intended to establish a
South Vietnamese Officer Corps capable of managing military operations.
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By the end of this period, the Saigon government should be in the position
to assume control of the struggle against the Vietcong. U.S. involvement in
Vietnam in the period afterward would stand at 1,500 MAAG personnel, a
level much closer to what it was when Kennedy first became president.’

The Kennedy administration had moved toward this major policy
change for several reasons, but its chief concern was to avert an American
war. Opposition to a land war in Asia remained a cardinal principle of U.S.
foreign policy. Negotiations were never an option, both because of the
president’s staunch opposition but also because of a recent secret meeting
in Geneva, during which Harriman talked with North Vietnam’s foreign
minister and became convinced that he would settle for nothing less than a
reunified Vietnam.’* Furthermore, the Diem regime would not accept
neutralization. Nor would the president send U.S. combat troops. And
yet, despite the recent outcome of the Korean War, hard-liners in Wash-
ington continued to call for an all-out involvement in Vietnam.

Just as the Cold War had provided an international atmosphere con-
ducive to America’s deepening involvement in Vietnam, so too might it
furnish a means for bringing that dangerous level of involvement to an
end. To facilitate the force reduction, the White House placed South Viet-
nam within the context of the Cold War by insisting that Berlin and Cuba
were much more critical to U.S. interests in Western Europe and the
Western Hemisphere than was Vietnam to Southeast Asia. Indeed, Laos
loomed as a greater flash point than did South Vietnam. Thus in a highly
suspect effort to reverse the many public pronouncements about Vietnam’s
importance to regional and world security, the White House intended to
argue that a move toward disengagement in Vietnam would not mar U.S.
credibility, and that the threatened cutback might force Diem into reforms
and a greater war effort. America’s phased-down involvement in Vietnam
would ease domestic and foreign criticism of the Kennedy administration
by demonstrating its capacity to fight a limited war. Only the South Viet-
namese, the president repeatedly emphasized, could resolve this conflict.”

Harkins won McNamara’s support for the Strategic Hamlet Program.
The problem remained of persuading the Diem regime to establish priori-
ties in building these village fortresses. The U.S. Country Team in Viet-
nam believed the key region was the delta, followed by the coastal area and
then the central sector of South Vietnam. To influence the Saigon govern-
ment, the Country Team authorized U.S. assistance in only those areas
deemed crucial by American officials. McNamara was highly receptive to
Krulak’s argument that the Saigon government should treat the
Montagnards with great care—that they, along with the village defense
forces, Civil Guard, and Self-Defense Corps, were “the decisive factor in
the war.” The government must provide salaries, pensions, and other forms
of support. MACV reported that each village averaged four hamlets and
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that about 2,500 villages and 17,000 hamlets were in South Vietnam. Ev-
ery village package consisted of four squads of twelve men each who were
armed with carbines, shotguns, pistols, and flares. Felt emphasized that
improving the Civil Guard and Self-Defense Corps freed the ARVN to
take the offensive. McNamara guaranteed the funds necessary for the civil
projects and for arming the villagers.’¢

To promote the final stage of the U.S. military experience in Vietnam,
McNamara recommended a continued policy of subterfuge aimed at con-
cealing the deepened involvement. In response to Nolting’s question re-
garding press inquiries about the money spent in South Vietnam each year,
the defense secretary declared that it was not U.S. policy to publicize those
figures. Regarding the need for more helicopters, he hoped to circumvent
an accusation by the International Control Commission that the United
States was violating the Geneva Accords by operating on the “basic prin-
ciple” that all equipment taken into the country belonged to South Viet-
nam. Knowing that this approach would not prove convincing, he instructed
Admiral Luther Heinz “to work with the military departments to package
and deliver items in an inconspicuous manner.”’

Three days after the Honolulu conference opened, the Joint Chiefs of
Staff instructed CINCPAC to draft a “Comprehensive Plan for South Viet-
nam” thatincorporated McNamara’s July 23 decisions. Within three weeks,
CINCPAC had directed Harkins to lay out the steps by which the South
Vietnamese government would by the end of 1965 develop the capability
of controlling its own affairs “without the need for continued U.S. special
military assistance.”®

\%

SouTH VIETNAM’S PERFORMANCE in the war had not improved, leading to
more talk of a coup. Diem maintained his opposition to reform, causing
Forrestal to recommend putting more pressure on the premier. “I sense,
without having the facts, that we have been pussy-footing with Diem for
too long. I don’t think we have much time to decide whether to stay with
SVN on our terms or get out.”’

The sense of urgency became prevalent when more evidence appeared
of Hanoi’s involvement in the insurgency. University of London Professor
Patrick Honey, in London’s Sunday Telegraph in late July 1962, reported
that the Vietcong had “fallen under the direct control of agents from Com-
munist North Vietnam.” At the previous week’s Geneva conference on Laos,
a North Vietnamese official had indiscreetly declared that the Vietcong
worked under the control of the Lao Dong party of North Vietnam, which
was “operating secretly in the South.” The following September, Honey
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published two “top secret” documents dated 1951, which demonstrated
through the establishment in that year of the Workers’ Party or Lao Dong
party in Vietnam that the North Vietnamese Communists had organized
and directed the Vietcong’s armed revolution in South Vietnam. The in-
structions to party members emphasized the necessity of concealing the
fact that the Workers’” Party was Communist for fear of alienating prop-
erty owners and undermining national unity. The NLF was a front for
hiding North Vietnam’s role. When announcing the creation of the People’s
Revolutionary Party in South Vietnam in January 1962, Hanoi radio ex-
plained that its membership consisted of “representatives of Marxist-
Leninists in the South.” As one earlier instruction noted, “show the national
flag only, never the Party one.” In May 1962 the South Vietnamese Liai-
son Mission with the International Control Commission in Vietnam sub-
mitted captured “top secret” Vietcong documents to the International
Control Commission that the Lao Dong party had sent to Communist
leaders in Ba-xuyen Province. The objective of the People’s Revolutionary
Party, said one of the documents, was “to isolate the Americans and the
Ngo Dinh Diem regime and to rebut their accusations about the invasion
of the South by the North. It is a move which will permit us to sabotage
the Geneva agreements, to advance the plan for invading the South, and
will, at the same time, permit the Front for the Liberation of South Viet-
nam to recruit new members and to win the sympathy of the non-aligned
states of South East Asia. . . . The independent existence of the People’s
Revolutionary Party is only apparent. In reality, the Party is the Vietnam-
ese Workers’ Party, united in North and South, under the direction of the
Party Central Committee whose chairman is President Ho.”%°

Washington’s fears of a Chinese involvement in Vietnam were like-
wise justified, for it now seems that Beijing was approaching an active role.
Wang Jiaxiang’s call for peaceful coexistence drew a bitter retort from Mao
at the August 1962 Central Work Conference in Neidaihe. Mao denounced
“revisionist” tendencies in the country’s domestic and foreign policies that
appeased enemies while reducing assistance to national liberation move-
ments. Had the promise of big summer harvests encouraged an aggressive
foreign policy that threatened to expand China’s role in Vietnam?%!

Not aware of this growing danger, the Kennedy administration had
already begun contingency preparations for a possible leadership change
in Saigon’s government. The previous June, Senator Mansfield’s legisla-
tive assistant in Washington had a lengthy conversation with South Viet-
namese ambassador Tran Van Chuong, who insisted that Diem was in
deep trouble. The assertion was not news to the state department; it had
already instructed Nolting to inquire into Diem’s probable successor. The
most likely candidates were Vice President Tho and Secretary of State
Thuan, but with the base of power resting in the military. Tho would be
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the constitutional successor as well as an acceptable civilian head, if he
received General Minh’s support.5?

But an ominous note came from counselor Joseph Mendenhall in the
Saigon embassy, who feared that Nhu would engineer a government take-
over that left him in control. “A reliable American source,” Mendenhall
reported, had spoken of Tho’s fear that if a coup occurred, Nhu would
have him assassinated during the ensuing confusion. The vice president’s
elimination would open the succession to a person susceptible to Nhu’s
direction.®?

By mid-August, Mendenhall, who had stepped down as embassy of-
ficer, urged the White House to take the lead in changing the Saigon lead-
ership. “Getrid of Diem, Mr. and Mrs. Nhu and the rest of the Ngo family,”
he declared. The best alternative was a two-headed government led by
"Tho as the constitutional successor to the presidency and the highly popu-
lar General Minh as commander of the armed forces. Tho was a capable
politician and flexible in his ideas, which meant that U.S. advisers would
work with both the civilian and military members of the new administra-
tion. Mendenhall recognized the importance of concealing the U.S. hand
in such a plot—about which a state department official wrote in the mar-
gin: “Sounds like a very complicated job & hard to keep secret before-
hand.” During the tumultuous transition from Diem to a new president,
U.S. military forces would have to prevent the Communists from expand-
ing their influence in South Vietnam. In the coup’s aftermath, however,
the United States must not leave the impression that the fledgling regime
was a “puppet.” But no matter how careful its actions, the United States
would encounter suspicions of complicity—just as in the November 1960
coup attempt and the February 1962 palace bombing. The “cardinal rule”
was to avoid a public admission to involvement.®*

Mendenhall outlined the steps that U.S. officials must take in such a
venture. They should discreetly inquire of Tho and Minh if they would par-
ticipate in a coup that received U.S. support at the appropriate moment.
Americans could advise on the plan’s formulation, but the Viethamese alone
must carry out its implementation. The coup would have a greater chance
for success if Diem and the Nhus were out of the palace at the time and if
brothers Archbishop Thuc of Hué and Ambassador to the United Kingdom
Ngo Dinh Luyen were out of the country. To prevent counterplotting, the
coup makers should incarcerate both Thuan (secretary of state) and Dr. Tran
Kim Tuyen (head of the secret police). It was also necessary to secure prior
assurances of support from key military figures. Evacuation of American de-
pendents before the coup was vital to preventing the Diem government from
seizing hostages as leverage for securing assistance against the coup leaders.
U.S. combat forces would be necessary to prevent Communist expansion
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during the interim. Throughout these events, the White House must main-
tain an official position of neutrality.®

Mendenhall’s August 1962 memorandum offered the first detailed call
for a White House-supported coup against Diem, but it contained no ex-
ploration of the inherent problems and profound ramifications of such a
move. Although recognizing that the United States would undergo charges
of complicity, Mendenhall failed to recommend any precautionary mea-
sures to avoid suspicion. He also did not consider the signals that would
reverberate from placing Thuan and Tuyen in custody and evacuating
Americans from the country. What if the conspirators assassinated Diem
or other members of his family? Did Tho and Minh offer a significantly
better alternative to Diem that would offset the certain public accusations
of U.S. complicity? Could the United States control events once the coup
was under way? How could its involvement remain secret? What if the
coup failed? Could U.S. relations with Diem return to normality? It should
have become clear that the United States as Diem’s protector would draw
blame for a coup, regardless of its outcome.

Perhaps a coup would prove unnecessary. In mid-August 1962,
McNamara announced a three-year timetable for ending the United States’s
special military aid program. Colonel Howard Burris, Vice President
Johnson’s military aide, noted that the proposal provided a realistic assess-
ment of the time required for success. “Under present circumstances we
appear to be just about turning the corner.” To “drive [the Vietcong] un-
derground,” Harkins recommended the establishment in each corps of a
“Quick Reaction Strike Force,” which would be a battalion of airborne or
regular ARVN troops or rangers, supported by helicopters and C-47 or
Cr23 aircraft. “One year would be enough to achieve victory.” If intelli-
gence did its job over the next five months, “the enemy could be pinpointed
and hit everywhere at once.” Government forces must “keep the VC mov-
ing everywhere, all of the time. If they were kept moving constantly for
two weeks they would be so tired that they would have to rest and they
could all be killed.”

Forrestal likewise assured the president that the political and military
situation in South Vietnam was “somewhat bullish.” Even the usually skep-
tical British expressed “cautious optimism.” Enemy losses were the highest
since September 1961. Casualties stood at 2 to 1 in favor of the Saigon
government and 4 to 1 in troops killed. The price of rice had fallen for the
first time in fifteen years, and successful clearing operations had permitted
increased exports from the delta. Village morale had also risen because of
the Strategic Hamlet Program. But problems remained, many caused by
the South Vietnamese forces. Cottrell expressed concern about protecting
villagers from extortion, stealing, rape, and violence by the ARVN, Civil
Guard, and Self-Defense Corps. “Should the SDC, which is considered
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the worst of all, receive the same pay as the Civil Guards, in order to re-
duce its exactions on the people?”®’

The assistance program had also impressed Taylor, who returned to
South Vietnam in the fall of 1962 and reported considerable progress since
his October 1961 visit. The Strategic Hamlet Program counted about 5,000
encampments already fortified or in the process of becoming so. Better
training had improved the performance levels of the army, Civil Guard,
and Self-Defense Corps, which had freed more ARVN battalions to take
the offensive. Statistics—“for what they are worth”—showed growing
Vietcong casualties, fewer weapons lost to the enemy, and more people
and territory liberated from the Vietcong.5®

The Kennedy administration’s optimism remained unshaken, despite
problems reported by the CIA and U.S. Army officers advising ARVN
soldiers in the countryside. Infiltration continued through Laos and Cam-
bodia, in sharp contrast to the great reduction in men and matériel arriving
by sea that had resulted from enhanced naval patrols. The only plan known
to reduce overland entry was the organization of tribesmen along the bor-
der to watch the trails and report violations to reserve forces close by. The
Saigon government still lacked a national plan of military coordination.
Another problem was the proliferation of paramilitary forces, who needed
centralized direction. The flaws in the counterinsurgency program were
evident to any observer, and yet, before the National Security Industrial
Association in Washington in late September 1962, General Lemnitzer,
chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, happily proclaimed that U.S. aid was
“beginning to tip the scales in favor of the Free World.” Years afterward,
however, he admitted that the situation had become “quite bad” by Octo-
ber because the Vietcong had moved into “the period of the terrorism”
and South Vietnam’s armed forces had been ineffective.®”

In the midst of these reports, Diem again endangered the U.S. aid
program when he reversed his position by expelling Sully and then moved
toward banning Newsweek magazine itself. Shortly after his departure, Sully
filed a report alleging that the Nhus had quietly wrested control from Diem.
The premier had put on weight and no longer had the stamina of the mid-
1950s. His face had become bloated and red, he had lost his sense of hu-
mor, and he was out of touch with everyday life in Vietham. Diem’s secret
police scrutinized the private lives of Vietnamese and foreign officials in a
“terribly amateurish” way. The real power behind these police was Nhu, a
“vicious political in-fighter with an unquenchable thirst for power.” But
“the most extraordinary personality in the Ngo dynasty” was Madame Nhu,
“a beautiful, gifted, and charming woman” who was “also grasping, con-
ceited, and obsessed with a drive for power that far surpasses that of even
her husband.” She regarded the Ngo family as a dynasty. “It is no exag-
geration to say that Madame Nhu is the most detested personality in South
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Vietnam.” She complained that too many Vietnamese praised Diem for
saving the country. “Don’t they know that we saved him from the Binh—
Xuyen revolt” in 1955? Diem, Sully declared, did not recognize that “Ngo
Dinh Nhu has executed a quiet coup d’etat that puts him and his wife in
control.” Nhu traveled throughout South Vietnam like a viceroy, confus-
ing the peasants with his “aristocratic, low-keyed Annamese royal-court
accent.” A village official wryly commented: “If the effect of all this were
not so disastrous, it would be hilariously funny.””?

Nolting tried to persuade Diem to change his mind. The ambassador
warned that Sully’s expulsion would worsen relations with all journalists
and leave the impression that the regime was too weak to undergo criti-
cism. The American public would consider a news blackout an admission
to a cover-up of government inefficiency or worse and question the wis-
dom of continuing the U.S. commitment to Saigon. Nolting’s entreaties
had no impact on the premier.”!

Another problem arose when South Vietnam declared its intention to
break diplomatic relations with Laos over its recent decision to establish
relations with North Vietnam. Before the July 1962 neutralization of Laos
at Geneva, South Vietnam had threatened to walk out of the negotiations.
Just after the decision, Diem had stormed at Harriman, “If you put that
government in Laos, and put a communist government next to my bor-
ders, I'm going to withdraw my ambassador from Vientiane.” Harriman
argued, unconvincingly, that it was a non-Communist government with
three figures, two of whom were Communist. Diem withdrew his ambas-
sador. In late September his government bitterly declared that in view of
Laos’s agreement to receive an ambassador from Hanoi, it was “obliged to
revise its whole diplomatic position and all its international commitments
regarding Laos.””?

Diem eased his position, but only after U.S. warnings that his action
threatened to undermine the delicate international program for peace in
Laos and endanger the war effort in South Vietnam. The twelve other
signatories of the neutralization pact, including the United States, would
have to take sides on the matter. Diem’s decision, Cottrell angrily warned
Thuan in Washington, “would produce a head on collision with a firm
determined US policy on Laos.” Nolting spent two days with Foreign
Minister Vu Van Mau, registering the Kennedy administration’s concern.
President Kennedy told Thuan that South Vietnam’s abandonment of the
Geneva Accords would permit the Soviet Union to accuse the United States
of violating them. Faced with such pressure, Diem finally consented to
maintain a chargé in Vientiane as long as Hanoi’s representative did not
hold the same rank. By the end of the month, Hanoi had agreed to the
stipulation, and Diem did not break relations with Laos. In the meantime,
Nolting appealed to the foreign minister to seek harmonious relations with
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Laos and Cambodia in an effort to promote regional peace and prevent
South Vietnam’s certain “diplomatic isolation.””?

That issue resolved, still another problem erupted when the White
House, as part of its push toward a diminished involvement, expanded the
use of defoliants. The joint chiefs, state department, Felt, and Harkins
called for spraying herbicides over a sixty-mile mangrove area that con-
cealed Vietcong overland routes in the delta region of South Vietnam.
President Kennedy approved the operation with the virtually impossible
stipulation that it destroy no food crops. Such selective care did not as-
suage Edward R. Murrow, director of the U.S. Information Agency, who
warned that the use of defoliants raised cries of chemical and biological
warfare that would appall people all over the world. As fate would have it,
Rachel Carson was publishing a series of articles in the New Yorker maga-
zine, which graphically depicted the devastating effect of insecticides on
the balance of life and human health in general. Both friends and enemies
would criticize the United States for this antienvironmental decision, en-
couraging the Communists to launch a far-reaching propaganda campaign.”

More than a few White House advisers considered the crop destruc-
tion program a step toward a partial U.S. withdrawal. Hilsman recom-
mended this proposal by MACV and the U.S. embassy despite heavy
political liabilities. Admittedly, other nations would react more strongly
against crop destruction than defoliation. The first program aimed at tak-
ing lives through what critics termed germ warfare; the second sought to
eliminate the Vietcong’s ambush areas and hidden passageways through
the jungles. The joint chiefs approved a trial program in eight heavily popu-
lated Vietcong areas totaling 2,500 acres. Both Harriman and Alexis Johnson
opposed the idea as an infamous illustration of the white man’s weaponry
against Asian food. But the Diem government favored crop destruction.
McNamara recommended that the president approve a pilot program that
focused on the heavily Vietcong populated Phu Yen Province, and that
worked in coordination with the Hai Yen II clear-and-hold operations and
resettlement of Montagnards already under way in this area. Rusk, how-
ever, warned the president that the action would subject the United States
to Communist propaganda denouncing food destruction as the prelude to
its using poison gas and other means of chemical warfare against Asians.
Lemnitzer showed no remorse. It was “strange that we can bomb, kill, and
burn people but are not permitted to starve them.””?

In early October, President Kennedy drew mixed support when he ap-
proved the crop destruction program. Spraying would occur only on specific
targets suspected of housing large numbers of Vietcong. Forrestal informed
McGeorge Bundy that the president had authorized the measure “over the
mild objections of Averell [Harriman], Roger Hilsman, and myself; but with
the strong approval of Secretary McNamara, General Taylor, the field, and
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just about everybody else you could think of. I believe his main train of
thinking was that you cannot say no to your military advisors all the time,
and with this I agree.”’¢

President Kennedy’s decision to approve crop destruction suggested
several revealing features of his administration. Although he had given in
to the military’s wishes, he did so under narrow conditions intended to
keep the effort under tight executive control. As Forrestal observed, the
president could not maintain any semblance of reasonableness if he re-
jected every request by the military. But if he could choose the most ad-
vantageous times to support the military—when the move did not prove
too costly—he could maintain unity in the administration. In actuality, his
decision strengthened his position regarding any future confrontation with
the military because it demonstrated his apparent willingness to accept the
arguments of everyone. Most important, in selecting his battles carefully
he could say no on other matters (such as combat troops) that had greater
ramifications. In an ironic fashion, his support of the crop destruction pro-
gram advocated by the military reiterated his distrust for its spokesmen
that had emanated from the Bay of Pigs fiasco. More than that, the move
constituted another step toward a phased withdrawal.

THE KENNEDY ADMINISTRATION, however, had not yet gained the initiative
in the war. Rostow asserted that the situation had improved but added that
victory was impossible without an end to infileration. When the neutral-
ization of Laos went into effect in October 1962, Hanoi did not honor the
provisions stipulating a halt to Vietcong movements through Laos. In the
midst of the Cuban missile crisis, Rostow urged Rusk to warn the Soviet
Union that if it broke its promise to Harriman about convincing Hanoi to
adhere to the Laotian agreement, Southeast Asia would also become an
international issue. Perhaps, Rusk wondered years afterward, Kennedy
would have forced North Vietnam to rethink its position if he had sent
100,000 troops into South Vietnam when learning in the fall of 1962 that
the Laotian agreement was a failure. But the president did not want to
widen the war by pulling in either the Soviet Union or China. This was
sound reasoning. The Kremlin remained concerned that the Vietnam con-
flict might develop into an international struggle, but it had charted a care-
ful course of sending token military aid to the NLF in the hopes of
undercutting Chinese influence. Instead, the small amounts of military hard-
ware sent by the Soviets alienated Hanoi and had no impact on China,
whose leaders had already decided to limit its military assistance to North
Vietnam. A military delegation led by Vo Nguyen Giap had arrived in
Beijing in early October to request more military assistance. Zhou Enlai,
however, continued to emphasize a broader approach, reminding his visi-
tors that the two countries’ mutual aid agreements included political and
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economic assistance as well as military matériel. Weapons, he insisted, were
supplementary to the greater importance of capable party leaders and prop-
erly indoctrinated soldiers.”’

When the president asked for a status report in South Vietnam, the
state department declared that whereas the Vietcong was winning the war
in the fall of 1961, it was not winning a year later. Admittedly, the morale
of the government’s forces and people had risen and the Strategic Hamlet
Program had provided the peasants with greater social services and a taste
of democracy at the local level. The Saigon government reported that by
the close of the summer of 1962, it had constructed 3,225 of the planned
11,316 strategic hamlets and that one-third of the nation’s people were in
them. The Vietcong had lost some of its momentum and perhaps part of
its claim to having the “mandate of heaven.”’® The White House had moved
closer to formulating a three-year plan aimed at de-Americanizing the con-
flict. But it was chastened by the realization that a premature withdrawal
would cause the collapse of South Vietnam.



9

FROM ESCALATION
TO DISENGAGEMENT

[The U.S. government’s clandestine actions violated] the
right of the American people to be informed of the facts on
which the policies of their government are based, and on the
activities of U.S. military personnel committed to combat.

John Mecklin, November 27, 1962

Democracy here cannot come before security. It will take at
least ten years.

Province chief in South Vietnam, c. December 1962

ND sO THE IRONY remained: The secret war escalated as the
Kennedy administration steered toward a major disengagement.
While U.S. advisers pushed for governmental reforms in South
Vietnam, they urged the ARVN to clear out Vietcong strongholds. The
Vietcong, in turn, heightened its attempt to undermine the Diem regime
by intimidating village and provincial leaders, recruiting a following by
threatening the families of draftees, spreading rumors of government cor-
ruption, kidnapping or killing the opposition, and advising the peasants
against paying rent because, under squatter’s rights, the land was theirs.
The Vietcong’s favorite targets were teachers and village health workers
because they promoted a favorable image of the national government. Kid-
napped schoolteachers numbered more than 2 50, thirty of whom were dead
and another hundred missing. Since early 1962, the Vietcong had kidnapped
more than 3,000 people and killed a similar number. The Saigon govern-
ment meanwhile increased the emphasis on the Strategic Hamlet Program.!
The result was still another irony about the U.S. entanglement in Viet-
nam: Each success or failure necessitated another notch upward of Ameri-
can aid followed by a matching escalation by North Vietham. A quagmire
was in the making, a nightmare experienced by the French that had forced
their humiliating withdrawal less than a decade earlier.
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I

REFUSING EITHER to negotiate a settlement or to approve a total withdrawal,
the Kennedy administration expanded its military presence as the central
step toward reducing that presence. Nearly 11,000 American military per-
sonnel were in South Vietnam by the fall of 1962 (about 8,500 more than
at the year’s beginning), all playing a nominal advisory role. Military aid
had ratcheted upward to include radar, sentry dogs, chemicals, helicopters,
special forces training, sophisticated communications matériel, and intelli-
gence and civic action advice. Despite the concentrated U.S. effort, the
Vietcong killed eleven Americans and wounded thirty-two from January
1961 through September 1962, making the war’s resolution more elusive.?
Furthermore, in October the threat of nuclear war with the Soviet Union
over the Cuban missile crisis relegated Vietnam to secondary importance.
The road to victory in Vietnam no longer seemed straight and narrow,
particularly since the most optimistic forecasts set a three-year timetable
for success. Instead of a quick turnaround that freed more Americans to
come home, the promised victory remained uncertain, causing frustrated
U.S. policymakers to harden the commitment. How compelling the temp-
tation to play one more card. How exhilarating to inch as close as possible
to a full-scale military involvement without crossing the line. The only
feasible way out of Vietnam, it seemed, was to wade in farther.

The positive signs of America’s deepening involvement were decep-
tively encouraging. Although one-sixth of the Montagnards had fled the
Vietcong-dominated mountainous regions, a large number of them re-
quested governmental training and arms to facilitate their return home
where they intended to resist the Vietcong and provide intelligence on its
locations. Since July 1962, the Saigon government had expanded its con-
trol over the rural peasants by 2 percent to about 49 percent, whereas the
Vietcong could claim only g percent of the countryside. On the surface,
counterinsurgency tactics appeared effective. The number of Vietcong at-
tacks had declined, though still averaging more than a hundred per week.
Many White House advisers were willing to support social, economic, and
military pressures until the enemy recognized the futility of its cause. The
greatest deterrent to infiltration, they argued, was Hanoi’s fear of conven-
tional war. But Washington’s hard-liners had become impatient with the
lead-like restraints placed on the interventionist effort and called for accel-
erated military pressure to break the North Vietnamese support line to the
Vietcong. The ensuing victory would show undeveloped nations that Ameri-
cans working with peasants could shatter the Communist “mystique” as
the “wave of the future.”

Despite White House concern over the aid program, Congress stood
behind the president. William Bundy expressed surprise at there being so
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little opposition to the administration’s Vietnam policies. The most com-
mon inquiry focused on whether or not the aid program had brought
progress. No one asked the most piercing questions: “Isn’t this a very risky
enterprise? Should we be in this deep?” House and Senate leaders raised
few objections to the appropriations; indeed, some congressional mem-
bers advocated stronger action. Before the House Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee, Georgia Democrat J. L. Pilcher from the Far East Subcommittee
expressed no apprehensions about advisers participating in the war. “I am
in favor of it,” he declared. “That is a hot war. . . . It is not a cold war.
When you send those boys over there, they are going to shoot back.” Wis-
consin Democrat Clement Zablocki, chair of that same subcommittee, as-
serted that U.S. advisers must join the war and that Americans throughout
the country would be supportive. Democratic Senators Hubert Humphrey
of Minnesota and Wayne Morse of Oregon likewise favored the
counterinsurgency effort. In Vietnam, Humphrey confidently proclaimed
that “the tide may well have turned for the forces of freedom against the
Communist guerrillas of the north. . . . A number of striking successes
have been achieved.” The United States must “put out these brush fires”
all over the world. Morse concurred. “Unfortunately, a good many of the
soldiers of freedom have not been in a position where they could success-
fully combat guerrilla warfare.” The Communists must know that Ameri-
cans “can meet them on every front—Cuba, Berlin, southeast Asia, Africa.
We must let them know that wherever they threaten freedom, we will stand
firm and protect freedom.”*

Congressional acquiescence in the Kennedy administration’s Vietnam
policy also stemmed from the rapid expansion of presidential leadership in
foreign affairs during World War II and afterward. In the fall of 1967,
Fulbright complained in the Cornell Law Quarterly that the Constitution
“hobbled the President” in foreign policy “by too niggardly a grant of power.”
To combat communism, the United States must not “leave vast and vital
decision-making powers in the hands of a decentralized, independent-minded
and largely parochial-minded body of legislators . . . . I submit that the price
of democratic survival in a world of aggressive totalitarianism is to give up
some of the democratic luxuries of the past.” The following June of 1962,
Mansfield told a large commencement audience at Michigan State Univer-
sity (invited at the behest of Professor Wesley Fishel) that there was noth-
ing wrong in publicly discussing presidential policy in Southeast Asia. U.S.
military commitments to Thailand and Vietnam had dangerously deep-
ened “an already deep involvement on the Southeast Asia mainland.” The
time had come to reassess U.S. policy. “Is a permanent policy of that kind
justified on the basis of any enduring interests of the people of the United
States in Southeast Asia?” But then, drawing back in a manner similar to
that of Fulbright, Mansfield added, “In this, as in all cases of foreign policy
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and military command, the responsibility for the direction of the Nation’s
course rests with the President.”’

Other factors help to explain congressional acceptance of Kennedy’s
Vietnam program. The secrecy surrounding the administration’s war pro-
gram clouded the lack of success and undercut any cause for alarm. The
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, according to Chief of Staff Carl
Marcy, “did not pay much attention” to Vietnam. Most reports pointed to
imminent victory and, during an election year, the Democrats had no de-
sire to raise issues that might threaten their present control of both houses.
Republicans likewise seemed to approve policy. In relation to other prob-
lems, of course, Vietnam bore secondary significance—even to Laos dur-
ing the first half of 1962—and most certainly to Berlin and Cuba in the last
quarter of the year. Indeed, Congress in the fall of 1962 overwhelmingly
approved open-ended resolutions authorizing the president to take what-
ever military action he deemed necessary to stop Communist aggression in
Berlin and Cuba.®

Pressure nonetheless mounted to end the war in Vietnam, causing the
White House to recommend manpower other than Americans. In an early
October 1962 meeting in Honolulu, Harkins presented another optimistic
appraisal of the Vietnam situation and enthusiastically supported an en-
larged Vietnamese Air Force and the employment of a B-26 unit flown by
South Vietnamese pilots. Vietcong strikes at the battalion level had de-
clined, he happily reported, almost in correlation with the rising number
of ARVN battalion-sized operations. U.S. pilots were flying a hundred
hours a month but, he and Air Force General Roland Anthis agreed, could
not maintain this grueling pace without additional planes and personnel.
The United States was assuming too much of the combat burden,
McNamara concurred, but he supported the argument for enhanced air
action. To do this without sending more Americans, he suggested expand-
ing the Vietnamese Air Force to 10,000 and then assigning South Viet-
namese C-47 pilots to the American B-26s and Chinese pilots to the South
Vietnamese C-47s. The U.S. objective was to help the South Vietnamese
fight the war, not fight it for them. “If you really want more US pilots,”
McNamara added in a steel-like tone, “make recommendations, but they
will be received cooly.”’

Harkins then unveiled his strategy for winning the war: an “explosive
type operation” that had already won Diem’s approval. Whether the United
States was correct in estimating an enemy force of 20,000 hard-core Vietcong,
or South Vietnam was correct, with its count at 30,000, the ARVN was vastly
superior in number, with fifty-one trained divisions, or close to 300,000 men.
That in mind, Harkins advocated a nadonwide, simultaneous offensive against
all Vietcong strongholds. Preparation for such a broad-scale operation re-
quired saturation bombing of all Vietcong locations, particularly in the heavily
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infested Zone D above Saigon, followed by the explosive phase, which con-
sisted of massive coordinated attacks at every level climaxing in sweeping
cleanup operations. In response to Taylor’s question, Harkins admitted
that Saigon’s forces might have to repeat the action several times. And yes,
the operation necessitated a dramatic bulge in South Vietnam’s defense
budget over the next three years and a hefty expansion of its armed forces.
Most important, it required substantial increases in U.S. military help.?
The premise was clear: A major reduction in the U.S. involvement in Viet-
nam depended on a greatly enhanced program of U.S. military assistance.

Unknown to the White House, its military buildup had already had
serious repercussions in Beijing. Chinese leaders had watched the escala-
tion with great alarm. In early October 1962, Giap met with Mao, who
declared that “in the past several years, we did not think much about whether
or not the imperialists might attack us, and now we must carefully think
about it.” He offered Hanoi enough military assistance to arm 230 addi-
tional battalions.’

Soon after the Honolulu meeting, Harriman expressed concern about
the pitfalls of overoptimism and criticized Harkins’s “explosion” scheme as
offering no guarantees of success. Although the situation had improved over
the past year, the unfortunate tendency to focus on sporadic military tri-
umphs obscured the reality of persistent failures. Harriman was especially
worried about arms making it to the villages quickly enough. McNamara
emphasized that the United States had plenty of rifles and carbines, but he
admitted to great difficulty in getting them into the villagers” hands. Harriman
also opposed strafing and saturation bombing but supported a defensive move
that would surely escalate the fighting: arming the helicopters. The success
of Harkins’s plan, Harriman keenly noted, depended on the element of
surprise. And yet the news of such an extensive assault would predictably
leak to the Vietcong beforehand, permitting its people to evacuate the tar-
geted areas. Furthermore, the use of so many military forces at one time
would resultin a horrendous number of innocent casualties. And what would
be the outcome? South Vietnamese forces would have expended them-
selves while the Vietcong hunkered down, waiting for the assault to cease
before returning to their old locations.!”

Nolting saw value in Harkins’s proposal but likewise raised questions
about its feasibility. The very nature of guerrilla warfare placed the enemy
in close proximity with civilians and hampered the widespread strafing and
bombing so essential to the operation. Arming of civilians in the hamlets
had gone slowly because of the difficulties in determining who to trust.
Despite the obstacles, however, a semblance of order had developed in the
hamlets. Several council elections had taken place by secret ballots. Most
heartening, many strategic hamlets went up in areas that did not necessi-
tate uprooting families. In those cases, workers constructed fences around
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a settlement and villagers continued to till their land nearby. Relocation,
however, did occur in those Vietcong-held areas engaged in heavy com-
bat—part of Operation Sunrise, for example.!!

More reservations about the strategic hamlet approach came from the
U.S. consul in Hué, John Helble, who advocated instead a program called
“Popular Force” that Diem’s brother, Ngo Dinh Can, had developed in
that city. The Saigon government had continued to deteriorate, Helble
argued, suggesting that the heralded Strategic Hamlet Program was “mostly
pure fagcade.” A strategic hamlet usually consisted of “a very inadequate
fence around one-quarter of the hamlet.” If Can was correct in assuming
that the Vietcong had deep roots in the villages—that a third of the males
helped the enemy—then the critical consideration was not the number of
strategic hamlets but the presence of so many Vietcong cadres in the vil-
lages who intimidated the people into refusing to help their government.
"T'o remedy this problem, Can had created a Popular Force of volunteers in
Hué who underwent rigid training similar to that of U.S. Marines in boot
camp. Those who survived the program became part of 150-man crack
units assigned to villages for six months to work during the day and devote
most of the night to defense patrols and hit-and-run tactics. This full-time
involvement in village life had aroused popular support, instilled a sense of
security, and encouraged the development of an effective intelligence net-
work. The Popular Force usually accomplished its mission within the six-
month period and then moved to another troubled area.!?

Whether strategic hamlets or Popular Forces, the primary prerequi-
site for success was loyalty to the nation. At Gia Long Palace in late Octo-
ber, Nhu put his finger on the most profound problem confronting the
U.S. aid effort when he suggested that the lack of nationalist sentiment
was a root cause of South Vietnam’s trouble. “The government in Saigon,”
Nhu told Nolting, “could be changed 36 times and the people would never
know it.” Diem had traveled throughout the country for eight years but
remained incapable of “organizing the masses.” A revolution had to oc-
cur—and not just in social, economic, political, and administrative reforms.
An American journalist once warned Nhu that the revolution he advocated
would lead to his own demise—to which Nhu blithely responded that “un-
less the seed die, there can be no new harvest.” Real change must take
place at the hamlet level. All of Southeast Asia needed “an economic and
social revolution.” No governments could survive “unless they themselves
carried out this revolution.”!?

The chances of an inspirational leadership developing in Saigon seemed
minuscule. No popular mandate for Diem’s rule had become clear; indeed,
the exact opposite feeling prevailed, despite the Kennedy administration’s
attempts to refurbish the premier into a charismatic and dynamic leader.
Diem had lost the aura of sound leadership he possessed when first taking
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office in the mid-1950s. His image of a warm and progressive leader had
steadily deteriorated into the reality of a cold and reactionary ruler, seem-
ingly oblivious to his people’s needs. A sense of national loyalty had little
prospect of flourishing when the premier advocated a creed of “personal-
ism” that appeared to exalt himself and his family over the national good.
Under these circumstances, Diem would have a difficult time exerting a
centralized direction from Saigon over a people who revered local control.
One family’s rule could never prevail over the concept of family rule.

II

IN THE MEANTIME, the feud between Saigon and U.S. newsmen had intensi-
fied, further complicating the aid effort. Diem had announced a ban on
Newsweek as part of a crackdown on all the press. Saigon also did not honor
its assurances of holding daily press briefings on military affairs, and it had
barred newsmen from T-28 aircraft and from access to Special Forces with-
out a permit from the Director of Central Intelligence. Furthermore, the
government informed AP correspondent Malcolm Browne that it planned
to terminate his employer’s contract at the end of the year for budgetary
reasons and would rotate United Press International (UPI) and AP on an
annual basis afterward. Since the Saigon regime controlled AP circulation
through the country’s wire service, the Vietnam Press, this move would ef-
fectively deny AP’s access to news. Not by coincidence did this action follow
a series of stories by Browne that had criticized government figures.!*

The culmination came during the Independence Day celebrations on
October 25, 1962, when the Diem regime ordered NBC correspondent
James Robinson out of the country. Technically, he had violated a rule by
entering South Vietnam with a transit visa and failing to apply for a regular
visa within seven days. But Nolting had learned that the real reason stemmed
from Robinson’s “insulting” broadcast in May that had belittled the family
“clique” running the government. Diem had also become infuriated fol-
lowing a long interview that Robinson had not even used. Diem, Robinson
had snidely remarked, could not be much of a president if he had that
much time to “waste” on reporters. Nolting and Trueheart talked with
Diem for over an hour on the morning of October 29, trying to dissuade
him from expelling Robinson. Nolting urged Diem to recognize that this
move, coming just after the expulsion of Sully and the banning of Newsweek,
would suggest to Americans that the regime had something to hide. Diem
remained rigid in his stand, pulling out a dossier of Robinson’s broadcasts
that included one strongly criticizing the Ngo family. This type of news
reporting, Diem spat out, was “intolerable” because it showed no respect
for a chief of state. Robinson had even quipped to a Saigon government
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official thatin the course of a long interview his exalted premier had “taken
a great deal of time saying nothing.” Diem, Nolting lamented, was “un-
willing or unable to subordinate to other considerations, however impor-
tant, his canons of correct behavior, and what he regards as his primordial
obligations to his family.”!

Robinson’s expulsion order had deeply divided the Saigon government.
The Director General of Information, Phan Van Tao, and his deputy, Dang
Duc Khoi, angrily burst into the U.S. embassy’s Public Affairs Office on
the night of the order. Nhu, they asserted, had originated the order and
they had spent the past hour and a half trying in vain to change his mind.
Follow-up discussions with both Nhu and Diem had likewise failed. Not
giving up, Khoi publicly expressed opposition to the expulsion of news-
men and leaked several details of government maneuvering—including
Diem’s talk with Nolting. On the evening of October 27, Tao and Khoi
hosted a dinner for foreign news correspondents, including Robinson. Al-
though at first considering a boycott, the journalists decided to attend and
found Madame Nhu as guest of honor. She charmed the visitors, fending
off their complaints by calmly attributing the government’s press policies
to wartime exigencies.'®

Newsmen sent Diem a formal protest on Robinson’s behalf on October
31. NBC’s vice president termed the expulsion “incomprehensible” and
sought an explanation. The U.S. embassy agreed that the expulsions of Sully
and Robinson would lead to others. The affair also demonstrated that Nhu
and his wife had contrived this policy “in [a] bitter spirit of revenge.” But the
embassy could do nothing, and Robinson left for Hong Kong.!”

The battle of the press had serious ramifications. Robinson had told
his NBC home office that other U.S. news correspondents in Saigon were
alarmed that the Kennedy administration did not vigorously protest his
expulsion. Indeed, the timing of Diem’s action was unfortunate in that the
ongoing Cuban missile crisis had prevented a prompt White House reac-
tion to the press furor in Vietnam. The Washington news director for
NBC, Bill Monroe, expressed satisfaction with the embassy’s firm stand
but, in a surprising twist, declared that Robinson’s actions did not merit
unqualified support from NBC. The director of the Viemam Working
Group, Chalmers Wood, felt that the journalism profession had been less
spirited about the expulsions of Sully and Robinson because “they are not
perhaps among the more outstanding members of the Fourth Estate.” But
the problem was that the Diem regime had become convinced that it could
ignore U.S. wishes.!®

The press controversy ran deeper than the expulsions of either
Robinson or Sully. Schlesinger was partly correct in alleging that no one
had lied: The reporters believed their own negative stories and U.S. em-
bassy officials believed their own positive assessments. Mecklin, who was
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the ambassador’s chief liaison with the press, concurred with this observa-
tion. “The root of the problem was the fact that much of what the news-
men took to be lies was exactly what the Mission genuinely believed, and
was reporting to Washington.” Without question, however, some Ameri-
cans in Saigon attempted to deceive their superiors in Washington into
believing that the reporters had interfered with the aid effort. Sully’s ex-
pulsion had upset Nolting and the embassy only because of its potential
impact on U.S. aid policy. The correspondent’s criticisms of the Diem
regime had irritated Americans as well as Vietnamese. Sully’s lower-class
background did not appeal to either Nolting or his chargé and long-time
friend, William Trueheart, both of whom were, in David Halberstam’s
words, products of the “Virginia-gentleman school of the foreign service.”
At one point Halberstam himself had so exasperated President Kennedy
that he tried in vain to persuade the New York Times to recall its reporter.
The correspondents had raised questions about the U.S. aid program that
the White House could not easily dismiss. They criticized Diem and his
family as oriental despots who had no interest in democracy. They ridi-
culed the Strategic Hamlet Program as a sham that the Ngos exploited in
trying to establish authoritarian rule. They repeatedly rejected the U.S.
mission’s attempts to cast a favorable light on the ARVN and came to sus-
pect Harkins and Nolting of either lying or naively twisting reality into the
illusion of success. To the tune of Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star, the U.S.
advisers mocked their leaders in words that the journalists regarded as truth:

We are winning, this we know.
General Harkins tells us so.

In the delta, things are rough.

In the mountains, mighty tough.
But we’re winning, this we know.
General Harkins tells us so.

If you doubt this is true,
McNamara says so too.!”

Saigon’s independent treatment of the press threatened to set a prece-
dent for acting unilaterally in other matters. Mecklin warned that the mea-
sures taken against Sully and Robinson were part of a new anti-American
policy engineered by Nhu and his wife, which included “a deliberate new
campaign of harassment” of all correspondents. In a taped radio interview
on the morning of November 27, Madame Nhu derisively remarked that
U.S. newsmen were “intoxicated by communism.” Some correspondents
in Saigon complained of being followed on a regular basis. Others reported
threats of reprisals if they criticized the Diem regime. In a move that sev-
eral journalists angrily attributed to palace behest, General Le Van Ty
(with Nhu’s approval) ordered field commanders to communicate with
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reporters only through written questions and answers. Most infuriating
was the forced removal of correspondents from U.S. helicopters. The week
before, the Saigon government had declared the new military operation in
Zone D off-limits to newsmen. Nearly forty U.S. helicopters were involved
in the huge operation north of Saigon—which, combined with unit advis-
ers, meant that upward to 150 American soldiers had entered a combat
area. Among the journalists banned from the hot area was Neil Sheehan of
UPI, whose ensuing story stirred up a controversial MACV inquiry that
failed to change the situation and angered the newsmen even more. The
ban from Zone D, Mecklin asserted, turned them against the U.S. mission
more than any other action during its stay in Saigon.?’

Sheehan joined Halberstam in calling on their home offices to file for-
mal complaints in Washington over their exclusion from Zone D. When
MACYV defended the act as essential to protecting classified information,
Halberstam indignantly denounced that response as “an insult to the pa-
triotism” of the correspondents. He scribbled an angry letter while in
Mecklin’s office and slammed it on his desk, declaring that “you can do any
damn thing you want with it.” Just days earlier he had traveled with the
junk forces, where a U.S. Navy officer briefed him on the operation, only
to be rebuked by the South Vietnamese commander and told to ask
Halberstam not to use the information. Mecklin declared that “Halberstam
was literally shaking with anger” when he returned to Saigon.’!

The central issue in the press controversy was Diem’s resentment over
the journalists’ criticisms of his rule and his family, but the ongoing battle
brought in a number of other matters as well. Americans had hoped that
once Saigon’s military situation improved, it would relax its strictures on
news correspondents. Instead, Mecklin asserted, the Diem regime had en-
gaged in “blind vindictiveness for past criticism.” The bitter exchanges
took on the visceral tone of a personal vendetta. Saigon’s censorship cam-
paign aimed at stopping all news leaving the country except for official
communiqués, which Mecklin denounced as “notoriously unreliable, in-
cluding news about activities of US personnel in Vietnam.” Nhu was Ma-
chiavellian enough to take advantage of the explosive situation by trying to
destroy U.S. credibility and hoping either to solidify his brother’s rule or
to facilitate his own rise to power. Such underhanded actions threatened to
wreck the Kennedy administration’s policy in the entire region. They vio-
lated “the right of the American people to be informed of the facts on
which the policies of their government are based, and on the activities of
U.S. military personnel committed to combat.”*?

The press issue opened a deep fissure in the Saigon—U.S. relationship
that could expand into other matters because of the rapidly growing influ-
ence of Nhu and his wife. White House failure to take resolute action
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following the expulsions of Sully and Robinson not only angered the journal-
ists, but it also encouraged Nhu and other leaders in Saigon to pursue
policies that were independent of U.S. concerns in Southeast Asia. Such an
autonomous path posed a great danger to the Diem regime. If it succeeded
in squelching the correspondents, it would be in a position to imperil
America’s overall mission and thereby invigorate those in the Kennedy
administration who were already urging a reassessment of its commitment
to Diem. Only when the South Vietnamese government raised the quality
of its performance in the war would its public image improve. The strong
presence of the Nhus—whose contemptuous attitude toward Americans
made them easy to despise—heightened the appeal of alternative leader-
ship in Saigon.

I1I

THE UNITED STATES’S problems in Vietnam meanwhile continued to mount,
this time over Diem’s renewed threat to break relations with Laos. Despite
Hanoi’s earlier agreement to send only a chargé to Vientiane, it had up-
graded its diplomatic representative to that of ambassador. If Diem cut
diplomatic ties with his neighbor, Harriman assured Nolting, the move
would constitute a major “diplomatic defeat” for the United States, both in
Vietnam and throughout Southeast Asia. “Diem’s stubbornness and per-
sonal feelings are understood, but there comes a time when being a good
ally requires laying them aside and cooperating to make joint policies work.”
Nolting, however, chided Harriman for attempting to dictate Diem’s poli-
cies. “Whatever success we have had to date rests in [an] important sense
on our ultimate respect for [the Government of Vietnam’s| sovereignty,
including its right in [the] final analysis to make decisions in [the] field of
foreign policy.” Harriman hotly declared that Nolting was “not on the
same wavelength” and insisted that President Kennedy’s credibility was at
stake because of his personal letter to Diem and the integral relationship of
a Laotian settlement to U.S. objectives in South Vietnam. “From your
messages,” Harriman proclaimed to Nolting with heightening exaspera-
tion, “I gained the impression that you do not consider Diem’s attitude
towards Laos of prime importance.”?}

The United States failed to dissuade South Vietnam from severing
relations with Laos. In response to Nolting’s entreaties, Thuan agreed only
to maintain a consul in Laos if Hanoi’s ambassador received accreditation.
But this move was not satisfactory, Nolting emphasized; consuls exerted
no influence in diplomacy. Diem responded that he could not ignore a
move by the Laotian government that so blatantly helped Hanoi. He re-
mained infuriated over Laos’s neutralization in the spring. His anger with
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Harriman had become so rancid that South Vietnam’s pundits had changed
the name of the Vietcong’s infiltration route from the north to the “Averell
Harriman Memorial Highway.” After North Vietnam’s ambassador pre-
sented his credentials to the Laotian government on November 8, the Diem
regime announced that its embassy in Vientiane would “cease to function.”?*

Having failed to dislodge Diem from his Laotian course, the Kennedy
administration attempted to handle the issue within the broader context of
maintaining harmony within the entire region. It remained greatly con-
cerned about Cambodia’s publicly expressed interest in receiving assistance
from the Communist Chinese if its chief of state, Prince Norodom
Sihanouk, detected a threat from either South Vietnam or Thailand. Siha-
nouk had denounced Diem as a “bloody dictator,” Thuan complained to
Nolting, making an accommodation extremely difficult. Thuan then warned
that Laotian General Phoumi Nosavan remained bitter toward the United
States for supporting the neutralization of his country. The Eisenhower
administration had installed Phoumi’s right-wing government during the
1950s and then provided military assistance in its civil war against neutral-
ists and Communists. The 1962 decision to neutralize Laos had so alien-
ated Phoumi that any reduction in his forces would drive him into the
camp of the Communist Pathet Lao.?

The Kennedy administration’s Laotian policy encouraged its South
Vietnamese ally to act without regard for U.S. interests. In a late Novem-
ber discussion with Mecklin, Nhu spoke derisively of Americans, doubting
their capacity to “understand” communism, the Third World, and Cold
War realities. Nhu then made what Mecklin termed a “reckless (and psy-
chotic?) remark”—that the United States should hit Beijing with an atomic
bomb.?® How bitterly ironic that the Kennedy administration had worked
to safeguard South Vietnam’s independence, only to see that country’s lead-
ers promote their own interests in a manner detrimental to its protector.
Whatever its motivations, the Diem regime’s autonomous actions under-
lined the most fundamental maxim in foreign relations: To survive as a
nation, its government must pursue its own perceived interests. From the
U.S. point of view, cooperation among Laos, Cambodia, and South Viet-
nam was essential to cutting off North Vietnamese infiltration and ending
the Vietcong threat. But the Diem regime feared that Laos and North
Vietnam had established a closely knit relationship that posed a danger
more immediate to South Vietnam than continued infiltration and subver-
sion. The West’s neutralization of Laos had already borne its first bitter
fruit: a regime in Vientiane that leaned toward the Communists and wel-
comed diplomatic relations with North Vietnham. Despite U.S. efforts to
the contrary, Laos could become the launching pad for a North Vietnam-
ese assault on South Vietnam.
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In the meantime, the Strategic Hamlet Program continued to draw
criticism. A rash of Vietcong attacks on the strategic hamlets throughout
the country had raised disturbing questions about their effectiveness and
further undermined popular support for the Diem regime. Provincial chiefs
remained notoriously inept in implementing the program. The govern-
ment had still not established a viable intelligence network as well as an
effective nocturnal defense system. The program’s administration was sus-
pect, particularly since the fiscal year 1964 allotment contained no provi-
sion for strategic hamlet kits (barbed wire, weapons, and medicines) in
either the Military Assistance Program or the Agency for International
Development.?’

Taylor, nevertheless, thought that the Strategic Hamlet Program would
overcome its problems. Contrary to critics, he argued that the rising num-
ber of Vietcong attacks did not reflect the hamlets’ weakness but their
strength. Indeed, Taylor was not entirely wrong, when seen from the North
Vietnamese point of view. Ho Chi Minh considered the strategic hamlets
a major threat to the revolution and called for an assault based on height-
ened terrorist tactics. “We must figure out a way to destroy them,” he told
the Politburo in November 1962. “If so, our victory is assured.” Ho had
attributed too much credit to the strategic hamlets, for they suffered from
internal problems. Although Diem had announced the program in Febru-
ary 1962, he did not formally approve it until early August, during which
time a large number of provinces had competed for support but lacked
planning and coordination. The results were predictable: poorly constructed
and defended hamlets with little regard for either the quality of adminis-
trators or the needs of the people. Of nearly 11,000 areas designated for
strategic hamlets, the government had completed less than a third, and no
more than 6oo of these met the minimum qualifications of efficiency and
safety. Diem nonetheless told a journalist that the strategic hamlets were
vital to safeguarding the countryside. The program stretched beyond na-
tional needs, Nhu said in an interview. It was a “revolutionary system”
intended to help underdeveloped countries achieve “freedom and democ-
racy within a system of order and respect for duly constituted authority.”
Although the program was stronger in potential than reality, Taylor pre-
ferred to give it a chance.?

Nolting likewise supported this cautionary assessment and noted
Harkins’s admonition to “whistle while we work” in an effort to maintain
morale. Sufficient shotguns, carbines, Springfield rifles, and grenades were
available, although government and local officials had been reluctant to
turn them over to villagers before proper screening and training. Nhu, in
fact, feared that a large arms supply in a village made it enormously attrac-
tive to Vietcong attack. No more than a dozen arms should go to a hamlet,
he asserted; if a Vietcong assault proved too powerful to repel, the villagers
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should hide their arms and disband. Nolting had opposed this idea, and
plans now called for providing arms to two or three squads of about twelve
men each.?

Nolting’s measured optimism seemed accurate. In late November, the
ARVN captured a number of Vietcong documents during the An Lac op-
eration that suggested government progress in the war. Among them were
letters from Vietcong officers describing a serious shortage of resources in
the high plateau area that had undermined morale, increased desertions,
and heightened fear of a government attack. Diem urged his military lead-
ers to maintain pressure throughout the highlands.*°

As fate would have it, however, the White House received more dis-
heartening news about Vietnam in early December 1962, just as the Com-
prehensive Plan for South Vietnam neared its final draft. Hilsman concluded
a lengthy analysis marked by a startling warning: “Elimination, even sig-
nificant reduction, of the Communist insurgency will almost certainly re-
quire several years.” The Communists had grown in number and resolve,
despite the expanded U.S. military involvement. Indeed, the bombing and
crop destruction “may well contribute to the development of militant op-
position among the peasants and positive identification with the Viet Cong.”
The Strategic Hamlet Program offered hope, but it was too early for an
assessment. The only saving factor Hilsman saw was that Diem’s growing
unpopularity held out the prospect of a coup. In that event, the Kennedy
administration must work with the coup makers in establishing a new re-
gime before a power struggle erupted to interfere with the war effort.’!

Hilsman’s conclusions appeared accurate. At a December 1962 Polit-
buro meeting, Ho Chi Minh encountered strong opposition to his empha-
sis on caution and a negotiated settlement. Party leaders had called for
heightened political and military actions. A secret directive dispatched to
the south, probably written at the behest of Le Duan, warned that the
struggle would soon escalate and that the sole solution was force. The only
question was timing. The culmination would be a widespread popular up-
rising accompanied by a massive offensive by the People’s Liberation Armed
Forces. Le Duan dismissed Ho’s wariness as naive. “Uncle [Ho] wavers,”
Le Duan bitingly remarked, “but when I left South Vietnam I had already
prepared everything. I have only one goal—just final victory.”

Following Hilsman’s prognosis came a similar assessment from an-
other quarter: President Kennedy’s long-time friend, Senator Mansfield.
Kennedy had asked the majority leader to head a delegation from the For-
eign Relations Committee to evaluate U.S. policy in Vietnam as well as in
Berlin and Southeast Asia. This trip would mark Mansfield’s fourth to Viet-
nam, although the first in seven years. He was accompanied by Republican
Claiborne Pell and fellow Democrats J. Caleb Boggs and Benjamin Smith.*}
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On the day of their arrival in Saigon, the senators met with Nhu in
Gia Long Palace, where he praised the Strategic Hamlet Program. All stra-
tegic hamlets would be in place within three years, Nhu assured his visi-
tors, and two-thirds of the people would be living in them by January 1,
1963. To resolve the problems endemic to underdeveloped nations, South
Vietnam had devised an elaborate governing system based on a combina-
tion of authoritarianism and democracy—the very essence of the strategic
hamlet. The program had initiated the social, political, economic, and mili-
tary revolution essential to defeating communism and building a demo-
cratic state. It provided the means for both organizing and protecting the
populace against the Vietcong. Before the advent of strategic hamlets, Nhu
declared, “the population was against the soldiers, the soldiers were against
the generals, the generals were against the government, and the govern-
ment was dissatisfied with United States effectiveness.” This widespread
unhappiness had prompted the Strategic Hamlet Program. “The freedom
which one acquires oneself,” Nhu emphasized, “is more precious than the
freedom that is given by Santa Claus.”**

If Mansfield was not impressed by Nhu’s rhetoric, he was struck by
the worn-out condition of his old friend Diem. Mansfield remained loyal
to the premier, declaring at the embassy that “apparently Diem’s ultimate
aim is to provide the people with more freedom and a greater voice in their
government.” Diem “has had a rough road to follow. He is a man of great
integrity and honesty, . . . and he is obviously devoted to Viet-Nam.” But
Mansfield was concerned that the premier was “very withdrawn, very se-
cluded. He was not the Diem I knew. So the only conclusion I could come
to—it was at best a guess, an estimate—was that he had fallen under the
influence of his brother and his wife and they were taking control. . . . I
think he was gradually being cut off from reality.” As a result, America’s
chances for success “may be a little better than 50-50.” The peasants were
weary of war, wanting “to be left alone, go their own ways and live their
own lives.”??

The senators’ three-day visit uncovered deep division among the Ameri-
cans over the disposition of South Vietnam. Harkins promised victory in
one year; Nolting was more circumspect in affirming the possibility of bring-
ing the insurgency under control if all the “various elements mesh together
toward this end.” Borrowing a French phrase uttered just before their de-
teat at Dienbienphu in the mid-1950s, Nolting asserted that “we can see
the light at the end of the tunnel but we are not yet at the point of emerg-
ing into the sunlight.” The most glaring exception to this optimism came
from Trueheart. Senator Pell, a former Foreign Service officer whom
Trueheart had known for years, asked, “What do you think, if there were
an election in Vietnam today, how would Diem come out?” Nolting sur-
prisingly turned to Trueheart and remarked, “Why don’t you answer that,
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Bill?” While Nolting and other embassy officials in the room laughed,
Trueheart responded, “Well, you know, I'm not sure that’s a meaningful
question because I honestly think that if you really went out in the boon-
docks of this country I'm not sure that half the people know who Diem is.”
Pell was clearly agitated, refusing to believe such an assertion. “Diem has
been head of this country for a long time.” The delegation became visibly
irritated with Trueheart’s statement because he appeared to have given it
in a flippant manner. But Mansfield used that assessment as the starting
point for a number of penetrating questions that led him to conclude that
Nolting and most of his colleagues harbored false illusions of success.*¢

The Mansfield delegation leaned toward the journalists’ pessimistic
view. In the course of a five-hour meeting, Halberstam, Sheehan, Browne,
and Peter Arnett (AP) lambasted both the U.S. aid effort and the Diem
regime. “What was clear,” Halberstam asserted, “was that Mike Mansfield
was really listening. He wanted to know.” The next day, as the delegation
gathered at the airport in preparation for departure, Mansfield broke from
the press and walked across the room to shake Trueheart’s hand. “I think
you’re right,” Mansfield declared, admitting to Diem’s unpopularity. The
senator then offered to the assembly of dignitaries a lukewarm assessment
of the situation that praised only Diem’s integrity. The U.S. embassy,
Halberstam derisively noted, had acted “with incredible arrogance and stu-
pidity” in giving Mansfield a statement to read that lauded Diem and the
assistance program. Mansfield had refused to do so.’’

Mansfield had fallen under the influence of American reporters, Nolting
complained years later. Diem had not become isolated. He was “not popu-
lar because that’s the wrong impression out there. No political leader is
popular. He was respected in the sense of a good mandarin.” Good politi-
cal leadership in South Vietnam depended on “whether the man is just and
whether he rules well. It’s not whether he reflects popular opinion. This
doesn’t mean anything to them. They think that’s silly, reflecting popular
opinion. They want a just person, a person who doesn’t steal and make
crazy decisions and involve them in unnecessary difficulties and wars and
things.” Mansfield had committed “a great mistake” in making a judgment
that would “knock the legs from under U.S. policy, which ought to have
been supported by the leader of the Senate.”’8

Mansfield’s visit threatened to become a turning point in U.S.-South
Vietnamese relations. Nolting was perhaps correct in asserting that the
Vietnamese people preferred a leader they could respect more than one
they liked, but Mansfield recognized that Diem had lost touch with his
people and had fallen under the influence of his impolitic brother and sis-
ter-in-law. Mansfield also realized that for U.S. aid to continue, Diem had
to purvey the image of democrat, whether or not it was accurate. Nolting
tried to console Diem, who had become aware of the gloomy cast of
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Mansfield’s conclusions. “Mr. President, I'm awfully sorry. Something must
have gone wrong here. I don’t know what it was but those were rather dis-
couraging remarks.” Diem was deeply hurt and puzzled but remained resil-
ient. “I have been a friend of Senator Mansfield and he has been so good to
me for so many years that I’'m not going to let that stand in the way of our
friendship.” The New York Times happily declared that Mansfield’s refusal to
read the embassy statement made him the “first high ranking official in a
year who did not go out of his way to assert that considerable progress was
being made against the guerrilla or Vietcong.” Joseph Buttinger, a long-
time supporter of Diem who had recently become disenchanted with his
leadership, termed the senator “one of the few not sucked in by official self-
delusion.” Mansfield’s negative assessment, Nolting observed, “really drove
the first nail in Diem’s coffin.” Harkins agreed that the senators’ visit was
the “crucial turning point” in Diem’s demise. Rumors of the expected gloomy
contents of Mansfield’s report further spread the talk of a coup.?”

IV

SUPPORT FOR MANSFIELD’S dismal findings came in mid-December 1962,
when Theodore Heavner of the Vietham Working Group in Washington
submitted a lengthy report that made its way to President Kennedy. Heavner
had just returned from a forty-day visit to Vietnam, inspecting the strate-
gic hamlets in seventeen provinces. The program, he concluded, would
ultimately bring the Vietcong under government control and permit the
United States to reduce its military aid, but the process would take several
years. During the past year, the situation had progressed to the point that
the enemy was no longer winning the war but now found itself deadlocked
with government forces. It would be misleading, however, to expect either
to eliminate the Vietcong or to institute democracy.*

Heavner declared that democratic elections in the hamlets were highly
unlikely. Hamlet officials did not hold their positions by virtue of a demo-
cratic process. Rather, they were subject to the social pressures of having
to deal on a daily basis with friends, neighbors, and relatives. The political
procedure was eminently practical: The village or district chief informally
signified which candidate he preferred and the peasants voted for him.
One provincial chief affirmed the necessity of controlling the elections:
“Democracy here cannot come before security. It will take at least ten years.”
A missionary added that the Vietnamese found political confrontations “re-
pugnant” because they involved loss of face. “Of course the elections are
decided in advance. The people would be very uncomfortable if they were
not.” In most cases, the old hamlet chief won reelection. As a matter of
fact, many of them had already been doing the job before winning elec-
tion. Provincial officials noted that most hamlet charters did not stipulate a
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term of office. “We will have new elections when they are necessary,” one
curtly declared."!

The fundamental objective of the Strategic Hamlet Program was to
isolate the people from the Vietcong, Heavner insisted. Elections could
come later. The most urgent need was to identify capable local administra-
tors who could work with the Saigon government in meshing the peasant
into the hamlet’s welfare as the chief means toward achieving security. To
make the system work, the hamlets must have budgets that enabled their
officials to enforce local law while not having to deal with village or district
chief control. The training and motivation of hamlet chiefs must improve;
they were “prime targets for VC assassination.”*

Heavner noted some progress. Villagers were now alerting govern-
ment officials of impending Vietcong attacks. Government forces had
stepped up night patrols and ambushes in an effort to show that “the night
no longer belongs only to the VC.” U.S. advisers had reduced the number
of Vietcong prisoners killed by the ARVN during interrogation. In one
instance, an American turned his own weapon on a South Vietnamese of-
ficer to stop him from killing a prisoner. Several times U.S. advisers called
in helicopters to transport prisoners for questioning elsewhere. The CIA
and the U.S. Special Forces had worked with the Montagnards to close
Vietcong infiltration through the high plateau. Although most ARVN of-
ficers regarded the primitive, mountain-dwelling Montagnard as subhu-
man, they nonetheless recognized his value in combatting the Vietcong.
Heavner praised the Self-Defense Corps as a local force whose personal
ties to villagers had provided the bulwark of hamlet security. A better trained
and armed Self-Defense Corps would be effective, particularly if it worked
closely with U.S. advisers.*

Problems remained, however. Heavner dismissed U.S. Consul John
Helble’s upbeat assessment of the Popular Force in Hué, asserting that it
was under the control of a provincial committee that answered only to
Diem’s brother, Ngo Dinh Can, and had made no notable contributions
to security. Indeed, the Popular Force seemed to be Can’s own secret po-
lice rather than a government weapon against the Vietcong. Heavner also
noted a major problem in military command: Officers feared demotion
resulting from heavy casualties among their men. U.S. military advisers
reported that Vietnamese commanders hesitated to take the initiative in
situations certain to cause numerous losses. Thus another irony of the U.S.
experience in Vietnam: Although successful in battle, ARVN officers could
face demotion because of Diem’s concern over casualties.**

Hilsman also raised disturbing questions about the Strategic Hamlet
Program. In a marked reversal of his earlier enthusiasm, he asserted that
the great publicity surrounding the effort left a misleading positive im-
pression. Many times the so-called strategic hamlet was only an area en-
closed by a barbed wire or bamboo fence. Few hamlets had actually provided
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security and benefits to the peasant. Instead of emphasizing small-unit as-
saults, patrols, ambushes, and intelligence gathering, the ARVN relied on
artillery, air power, and crop destruction. The result of such heavy-handed
tactics might be “a militant opposition from the peasants and their positive
identification with the Viet Cong.”

If Heavner’s and Hilsman’s analyses saw faint hope for the U.S. assis-
tance program, Mansfield’s conclusions drove home the point. His final re-
port, submitted to the president a week before Christmas, warned against
deepening the U.S. involvement in Vietnam. Seven years after his initial
visit to Vietnam, he noted that “it would be well to face the fact that we are
once again at the beginning of the beginning.” Instead of standing on its
own, the Saigon government had become more dependent on the United
States. “If Vietnam is the cork in the Southeast Asian bottle then American
aid is more than ever the cork in the Vietnamese bottle.” Without massive
U.S. assistance, South Vietnam could not survive. The strategic hamlets were
the heart of the effort to provide security and build loyalty, but also impor-
tant were the greatly enlarged U.S. economic assistance program, the de-
ployment of thousands of U.S. military personnel, and the hundreds of U.S.
Special Forces now training the Montagnards. While U.S. and South Viet-
namese officials predicted success in a year or two, Mansfield rejected that
forecast. The accuracy of Vietcong casualty counts was questionable in light
of its estimated rise in strength to 20,000—which marked the highest since
the Geneva agreements of 1954. Admittedly, the Montagnards were invalu-
able in helping to close infiltration routes. But their role was “peripheral” to
winning the support of the Vietnamese people.*

The Strategic Hamlet Program, Mansfield insisted, offered no assur-
ance of success. The essential task of attracting peasant support necessi-
tated an “immense job of social engineering, dependent on great outlays of
aid on our part for many years and a most responsive, alert and enlight-
ened leadership in the government of Vietnam.” And yet the Vietcong
would probably develop new methods of countering the strengthened ham-
lets along with the increasingly mobile government forces. “It would be
unwise to underestimate the resourcefulness of any group which has man-
aged to survive years of the most rugged kind of warfare.”*

Mansfield urged a withdrawal from Vietnam. “Our planning,” he in-
sisted, “appears to be predicated on the assumption that existing internal
problems in South Vietnam will remain about the same and can be over-
come by greater effort and better techniques. But what if the problems do
not remain the same?” What if the North Vietnamese raised the infiltra-
tion level? What if they sent regulars? One option was “a truly massive
commitment of American military personnel and other resources—in short
going to war fully ourselves against the guerrillas—and the establishment
of some form of neocolonial rule in south Vietnam.” But that approach
guaranteed an immense loss of American lives and treasure similar to what



From Escalation to Disengagement 219

the French experienced. Hanoi could inject more cadres; it could send
General Vo Nguyen Giap’s 300,000 regulars. Worse, the Chinese Com-
munists might intervene. The White House must consider whether the
national interest required a position of power on the Asian mainland. If
not, Mansfield advised, the wisest course was a diplomatic settlement in
Southeast Asia aimed at greatly reducing the U.S. involvement.*®

Such a policy reversal would come at heavy cost. An abrupt U.S. with-
drawal from Southeast Asia, Mansfield admitted, might lead to the col-
lapse of many governments and invite Chinese Communist intervention.
Still, the Kennedy administration must determine whether its commitment
to the region was vital. Such a process must take place within the dictates
of “the greatest realism and restraint” possible. “We may well discover
that it is in our interests to do less rather than more than we are now do-
ing.” Mansfield favored negotiations aimed at neutralizing the area.*’

The day after Christmas, Ma