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SIMMONS: To set things in context, let me tell you a'little 

bit about our visitor today. 

Bill was my aide during the first part of my second tour"'~s 

assistant division commander of the 1st Division. I inheritedlilim· 

from my predecessor. I was truly 'pleased with his background. 

He had been a platoon lea~er for half of his Vietnam tour before 

coming to division headquarters. His academic background was par­

ticularly attractive. After graduating from Rice in 1966 with a 

degree in history, Bill attended Oxford, where he studied so~ething 

esoteric involving politics, philosophy, and economics and received 

a second B.A. and an M.A. During this long stint in England, he 

contracted a severe case of Anglophilia, from which he has not yet 

fully recovered. 

BROYLES: "-Phobia" is more. accurate, I think. 

SIMMONS: Then Bill Joined the Marine Corps and came out to Vietnam, 

leaving there in the fall of 1970 to teach at the Naval Academy. 

I hoped that this experience would turn him into a career officer, 

but somehow Annapolis didn't have quite the hold on him that I 

it would. After teaching philosophy there for one academic 

'e~L50In, he left active duty and returned to Texas. After working 

the Houston public school system fora time, he became a founder, 

__ ... _ .. ring, and editor of the highly successful Texas Month:'s 

ine, eventually becoming editor-in-chief. About two Yllars 

left Texas to become the editor of Newsweek magazine. I 

had a chance to ask him about his present insti,tu,tional 
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base (if any). but I know that he. has spent a good deal oft1me 

in freelance writing. There isa piece in a recent ESquire that 

I've beard good ,things about. though I've not seen yet,. Incident 

to his recent return trip to Vietnam. upon which we'll foous· our 

attention today. Bill is writing an art.icle for Atlantio Monthly. 

and is up against a tight deadline • 

. So much for background. Today. Bill wIll set the stage for 

discussion of his areas of particular interest. in seminar give­

and-take fashion. We'll go at this until Mr. Frank's eyelids. 

begin to close, which is a sure sign that we've gone a bit too 

long. Then' we'll break for lunch. and continue the roundtable 

discussion at the officers club. This afternoon. Bill will pro­

bably want to tackle some of you singly, to amass details.in 

areas of particular interest. 

BROYLES: Thank you very much. General. Do not be alarmed by. 

the size of this draft (about 40,000 words so far) that I've 

brought along.' I thought our' discussion would be improved by 

my use of'th.¢ actual words of the North Vietnamese and. Viet Cong· 

generals I met,' wherever possible. Much of what we'll be. discuss­

ingls the1r view. and not necessarily mine. But I think it will 

be good to 'present their, views to you as directly and as foroefully 

'as they"presen~edthemto '!Ie. In the context of the Westmoreland 

vs. C13S'News trial. you wIll be getting the outtakes, and pot just 

the edited version. 

The.re are four general areas I '.d. like to cover: 

o 'First, the discussion with general officers in Hanoi (and 
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one in Saigon). 

o Second. the discussions with Viet Cong veterans in Quang 

Nam province •. about the texture of the war and its impact on.their 

lives. I want to contrast their experiences with those of American 

company-grade veterans. to see where they differ. 

o Third. the air war in the North. to look at the profound 

effect it had upon the North Vietnamese civilians. 

o Finally. I have some general observations about Vietnam 

today. and some comments about the nature of society there and its 

view of the war and its aftermath. 

I went to Vietnam on the 28th of September this year. and 

came out on the 25th of October. My two weeks in the North were 

spent mostly in and around Hanoi. although I made some side trips 

to the Red River delta; to the textile manufacturing town of Nam 
• 

Dinh. target of heavy bombing; to the mountainous province that 

borders China. The rest of the time. I went allover South Vietnam. 

driving from the DMZ to the delta. and talking tO,a lot of people. 

I remember two things most vividly: 

o The Vietnamese phrase that did most to open doors. for me 

was. "Khong Lien Xo." or "I am not a Soviet." As soon as Vietnamese 

people discovered that I was not a Russian. I was received with 

some warmth; but when they learned that I was an American their 

spontaneous reaction was one of in.credible warmth and affection. at 

levels. I have some thoughts about that phenomenon. which I'll 

to later. 

o The second vivid impression was that practically all 

, 
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s1gns of war had beenob11terated from the landsoape, whethe'r 1n 

thestreetei:otHano! ortheoountrys'1de, north and south. If, I had 

no1; .known ·ai.!j'I;a,rhad 'talcenplaoe there, I would not have guessed 1 t 

from what. I "saw, •.. 

I drove around Han01 for.anhourand a half'; looking 1n va1n 

for ev1clenoe ottl'/ie bombblg •. Fly1ng aga1n' (as I had w1th General 

S1mmons) over some. 01', the toUghest areas of I Corps--Go N01 Island; 

the Ap1zona Territory--Isaw only r1ce padd1es, peaceful v111ages, 

11ttle kids. g01ngtQ sChool, boys on water buffalo. No s1gnthere 

had ever been a war fought there. Former-defo11ated areas along 

the Me~ong hadcooonut-produc1ng pa.lm treesaga1n. 

. Along~ou;te Ml,frOin Da Nang to the DMZ, all s 19ns of Amer1can 

presencenave'dl'sappeared. All the Army and A1r Force Installat10ns 

atijed Beaoh;· gQneT Ciliimp Eagle, gone; Camp Evarts; gone; Marble 

Mounta~nJ'a,cHlt;18!S,g.one; All that rema1ns 1s red earth and an 

ocoas19nal p:/.ecel. of ,biaribed w1re. Th1s really got to me, th1nk1ng 

of all the people and.a;o,t1v1ty that ha.d been there-..;a1rf1elds, 

supply depots, veh1cles, computers'--all gone.. I· remember th1nking 

that, Carthag.el!lusthav'elooked 11ke thls. 

iDa'Nang .used to ha.ve one.of thebus1est a1rports1n,the, world. 

Now:they Wll1 ~andle' two. fl1ghtsa day whi:m they are really busy. 

I was S.truck, by 'the 1nc.red1ble qu1et there. Before, w1 th aH' the 

bustle and,act1vlty, I had a sense of h1story be1ng made. 'This 

t1me, !Stand1ngnear empty hangars 1n near-absolute s1lence, tsensed 

only noth1ngness. The d1stant mounta1ns and the overwhelm1ngqu1et 

dom1natedthe:scene. It'88.S though the country had reverted to a 

j 



pre-h1stpr1cal culturl!-l state; as though history never happene<1 

tnere. 

I met several ofUcerllof general· rank. Tlle flrllt one I met 

was General Man (not the commander of Ple1·Me [ Ia DransJ battllll), 

WhO is the editor of ~ Military Daily. I asked him how they 

set out to flght the Americans at the beginning of the war. I 

quote him directly: 

From the beginning we concluded that We cOl.!ld not 
defeat the American Army by military meanll alone. 
You were too strong. But, we knew we had one great 
advantage. Our whole nation fought. We were united, 
You were not. That was your weakness and OUr &0&1 
was to attack that weakness hOwever we co.uld. 

I asked General Man about the current controversy in the 

Westmoreland vs. CBS News trial--over whom to count in the Viet .. 

Cong/NVA order of battle. He stated (as would many others) that 

they viowed the:l:r resources as "seamless" .trom the 'arme4 regUlar 

soldier all the way down to the Unarmed peasant who scouted Aqler;j.­

ce.n forcell and positions as he worked in the paddies. H!!I went Oil, 

Our regular forces compared to yours were small,but 
everyone could fight with whatever he had. If we haa 
a gun, we'd take a gun; if we didn't have a. e;un, we 
took a sword; if we didn't have a sword, we took a 
knife; if it wasn't a knife, it was a stick. We took 
whatever we had and fought the aggressor. You w!!lre 
the aggressor. There were tens of thou.sands of 
American and puppet troops there when we seldom had 
more than one regiment of the regular forces. Why 
couldn't you defeat us? Because we had tens of 
tllousands of others--scouts, spies, pOlitical cII,Qre ••• 

None of this really changed the war, I broke in. What it took 

finally was North Vietnamese troops. 

"Yes, that's true. But that only became possible atter you 

left, and the self defense forces were crucial in getting ~ou out." 
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He tried'to press the point. "If you were given the order to 
attack the De,. Nang airba,se and destroy the planes there, how' many 
troops would you have needed? The way you fought, you would need 
several divis;l.ons .• We Qid ;l.t,with precisely 30 men. It was a new '~<," -. -,-

kind of war that we invented, and it was poss:l.bleonly :!be.cause we 
had t,p,esupportof the people.," 

The next general I talked to was named Bui. Tin.. He I s a b:l:t 
like th,e Kilroy of Vietnam. Whenever anythings1gnif1cant· happened, 
he was there: At Pie.nbienphu in 1954; down' the Ho Chi, Minh trail . ! > "~'" ~" 

, 

in 1963 •. He" receiv~d th~, surre~der of General (Big) Minh at the 
Presidential Palace .ili Saigon i.n 1975. Bui Tin said that the NV A , .... , , ,:' . , , 

viewed the Americans as ha.ving three basic weaknesses: 

o The first was the one-year personnel rota'tion policy. 
, 

No sooner'had a soldier begun to learn the country than he was sent 
home. 

. !'.. 'h '-~-,." 
•.. 0 'The sell()nd weakness was in the basic approach of trying 

,to'wln' the hearts and minds of people while trying to kill them 
.wi thtiombs. . . 

• "0 ~he' th1'rd weakness ,was, in America I s choice of an ally. 
Ninety percept of the puppet government was Qorrupt; ,the remaining J ',- . ' , . 

ten'perceht were not enough. , . . ,,-', 

I tried, .to p1'ndown Ge~eral Man and Bui.Tin ab.outthe original 
decision l"t!Jsehd forces from t,he north into the s,outh,....,when and why? 

, According to General Man:' 

In 1964',' we "were: on the 'verge of victory in the south. We concluded ,t,hat you would not let th,e puppets be defeated. The PoU tburo convened a spec;l.a1 meet;l.ng tqmobilize the , - i ' " 



people for a long war with the Americans, 
to plan the strategies and to lay the 
ground for the struggle. 
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Bui Tin's story was different. He traveled down the Ho Ohi 

Minh Trail in 1963, to gather information for a report to the 

Politburo on the status of the Viet Cong in the South. Bui Tin'fI' 

conclusions differed both from those of the Amerioans at the time, 

and from the North Vietnamese party line, as expressed by General, 

Man. According to Tin's analysis, the Viet Cong were far from 

victory in the winter of '63 and the spring of '64; instead, they 

were in disarray. They could go no fjlrther without signIficant 

aid, even if the Americans stayed out of the war. 

On the basis of Bui Tin' s analysis, the North Vi,etn,ame,se 

. "~ 

'decided'to commit their forces to the south. Several. of the people 
; \ '.\:I ,. 

I interviewed told me that t;hey had gone down the Ho Chi, MInh Trail 

in 1964. But when I began to show some interest in the timing of: 
" 

their travelS, they modified their earlier statements: "Th,at 1'Ias 

really ••• the North Vietnamese forces didn't really reach the 

battlefield until after the Americans arrived." They were" q"ui:te, i 

)'lfEH'l:sitive about admitting anything that could indicat~ tha.t th,ey"" 
,., '.t 1 ' ~ 

the war before the Americans committed troops. But; I tAil'l1s: 

in truth they were in place in the south and readl{ :to,,~obY"'i 

the time we arrived. i_.,) ';, 

I tried to get the North Vietnamese view of the b/!.ttle of Plei 

Me (Ia Drang) and two other battles near Chu Lai: Ap qiaWt (Oper,~,,:, 

tion Starlite) and Thanh Mountain, for which I've been unable to,,, 

find an American designation. [Supposedly a battalion .of U.S. 
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Mar1nes was ann1h1lated there, wh1ch does not square w1th the 

h1stor1cal record.] In talk1ng to several generals about these 

battles, I found oerta1n common threads 1n the1r descr1pt1ons. 

I talked at length w1th General Hoang, who 1s now the ch1ef 

h1stor1an of the V1etnamese Army. Dur1ng the battle of Ple1 Me 

(Ia Drang) he was a1de-de-camp to General Man, the North V1etnamese 

commander (not the General Man quoted earlier). These were Hoang's 

react10ns to Amer1ca's entry 1nto the war w1th troop un1ts: 

We cannot 1ndulge 1n w1shful th1nk1ng. We are 
fac1ng a modern army. very mob1le, never short 
of f1repower. 

When you sent the 1st Cavalry to a.ttack us 
at Ple1 Me, 1t gave us headaches try1ng to 
f1gure out what to do. General Man and I would 
stay awake 1n our shelter try1ng to f1gure out 
how to f1ght you. We were very close to the 
front and several t1mes the Amer1can troops 
came very near us. W1th your hel1copters you 
could strike deep into our rear w1thout warn-
1ng. That was very effect1ve. We had to 
organ1ze our r.ear to make 1t [Just] as prepared 
to f1ght as our frontl1ne troops. 

Another general, the commander of the 2d VO D1v1s1on talked to 

me about th1s, and how they developed the1r tact1c of "grabb1ng 

them by the belt"--he actually grabbed me by the belt to demonstrate-­

to counter these 1nit1al Amer1can advantages. As1de from stay1ng 

outs1de of Amer1can art1llery fans. the NVA and VO could also 

neutral1ze our 1nd1reot f1re capab1l1ty by engag1ng our units at 

very close range, 1ns1de the m1nimumranges of our weapons. They 

oould not match the aer1al mob1l1ty prov1ded by Amer1can helicop­

ters, but they could neutralize 1t to some extent by ma1nta1n1ng 

super10r ground mob1lity to American troops once they had debarked 

J 
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from their helicopters. An effective sWitch on the "grab them by 

the belt" tactic would be to lure American heliborne forces outside 

the effective range of their artillery, into situations where their 

ground mobility was limited once they had landed. Under such 

conditions, the North Vietnamese/VC always felt confident of victory. 

The NVA/VC see Phi Me (Ia Drang) as a great victo.ry for them, 

despite the claims of [Colonel Harry] Summers and others that 

American use of mobility and firepower at Ia Drang heralded a new 

type of air assault warfare that proved quite effective against NVA 

regular forces, as indicated by comparative casualty counts. The 

body count argument is remarkably unpersuasive to the Vietnamese. 

Time and time again, they will brush aside any reference to losses, 

saying: 

Of course we had sacrifices; of course we had losses·. 
But we were learning. The Politburo said simply to 
fight the Americans and learn your fighting techniques 
as you go along. 

Aware that the Americans considered tb.e Ia Drang action a 

success, the North Vietnamese watched the 1st Ca.vls new-found 

confidence in its firepower and mobility grow steadily into a . 

pervasive fire support base mentality. That in turn proved to be 

the best thing the NVA/VC had going for them, because they could 

always count on American forces to remain dispersed, [rather than 

concentrated for decisive action] and to rely heavily on helicop­

ter mobility instead of improving their capability to move over the 

ground. They could count on our offensive operations never going 

beyond the artillery fan. 

General Hoang went into more detail about this phenomenon: 
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The 1st Cav came out to fight us with one day's 
food and a week's ammunition. They sent their 
clothes back to Saigon to be washed. They de­
pended on water brought by helicopters in cans. 
We were amazed at how dependent you were on your 
logistics. You were prepared for a different war, 
to fight an enemy like yourselves. 

Hoang continued: 

Our mobility was only our feet, so we had to lure 
your troops into areas where their helicopters 
and artlllery would be of no use • And we tried 
to turn those advantages against you to make you 
so dependent on them that you would never develop 
the ability to meet us on our terms, on foot, 
lightly armed, in .the jungle. You seldom knew 
where we were, and you seldom had a clear goal, so 
your great advantages ended up being wasted and 
you spent so much of your firepower. on empty jungle. 
You fell into our trap. You'r forces were divided. 
For example, from 1966 through 1967 you had some 
nine hundred operations and could not concentrate 
on our regular troops [at the right time and in the 
right place], so your advantages were wasted. 

This theme runs through all the NVA/VC discussions of the war 

from 1965 tllrough 1968. But during the action they refer to as 

Westmoreland's second campaign of 1967, they had become concerned 

about the possibllity of a shifting in the strategic balance of 

forces [in favor of the Americans.] General Tuan, the "grab them 

by the belt" commander of the2d Viet Cong division, explained it 

like this: 

In the spring of 1967 Westmoreland began the second 
campaign. It was very fierce. Certain of our people 
were very discouraged. There was much discussion on 
the course of the war. Should we continue our main 
force efforts, or should we pull back into a more 
local strategy? By the fall of 1967, though, we 
concluded that you'd done your best, but that you'd 
still not reversed the balance of forces on the 
battlefield. The strategic position had not changed. 
So we decided to carry our one decisive battle, 
to force the issue, to eS.calate the war. 
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Despite the deoision, Tuan and others remained properly 

respeotful of Amerioan air power, among other things,. reoalling 

their earlier experienoes. As Tuan reoalls: 

When the Amerioans entered the war we spent all 
our time trying to figure out how to fight you. 
Everyone from the lowest soldier to the highest 
general talked r,':0ut it oonstantly. It was a 
matter of lif0 and death. The inoredible fire­
power and your mobility were our biggest oonoern. 
I myself saw the first B-52 raid on Highway .#13 
on June 8, 1965. I will never forget it. Ten 
groups of B-52's dropped their bombs not four 
kilometers fr'om me. ' It was horrible. Two or 
three units were simply blown away. Our losses 
were huge. We had to admit you had terrible 
strength. How oou1d we preserve our foroes 
and still engage you? We deo~ded we had to 
foroe you to fight our way--pieoe by pieoe. 
The result was interesting. We had to get so 
olose that your artillery and airpower was 
useless. As a result, our logistios foroes-­
whioh were farther away from the Amerioans-­
took far greater losses than our oombat units 
that engaged them. 

Bui Tin summarized the situation suooinotly: 

Of oourse, we had heavier losses in 1965. But 
we learned. We learned to build speoial shelters; 

. how to deooy artillery and airplanes; how to tie 
you to your fire bases and your helioopters, sO 
that they worked against you. We were at home in 
the jungle and you wanted only to get baok to your 
bases to shower and get a letter from home.. These 
faotors oount more than firepower, and we learned 
how to use them against you. 

General Man talked about Khe Sanh and the 1968 Tet offensive: 

Westmoreland thought Khe'Sanh was [another] Dien­
bienphu. Dienbienphu was a strategio battle for us. 
We mobilized everything for it. We at last had a 
ohanoe to have a favorable balanoe of foroes against 
the Frenoh. The situation would not allow it. We 
wanted to bring your foroes away from the oities to 
deooy them to the frontier [to enable us] to prepare 
for our great Tet offensive ••• 
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SIMMONS: Say that again, loudly. That's a very important point. 

BROYLES: (Quot i.ng) : 

We wanted to bring your foroes away from the oities 
to deooy them to the frontier [to enable us] to 
prepare for our great Tet offensive. 

SIMMONS: POI' a moment, I'd like to talk a little bit about the 

strategio signifioanoe of Khe S.anh. I don't want to put too fine 

a point on it, but it is obvious from this quote that the North , 
Vietnamese view of Khe Sanh was oloser to the Marine Corps view ••• 

less like the MACV (i.e., Westmoreland) view ••• and muoh less like 

the Air Foroe (1.e., Nalty) view, with respeot to the so-oalled 

Great Debate: Was Khe Sanh meant to be a battle of Cleoision or 

not? Was it the main effort or wa~ it a seoondary effort? This 

quote of General Man's is oertainly not.oono].usive evidenoe, but 

it is a most interesting find. 

BROYLES: To be realistio, we should oonsider the possibility that 

the North Vietnamese originally set out to make Khe Sanh a battle 

of strategio signifioanoe but were foroed by our strenuous defense 

to ohangetheir minds •. 

SIMMONS: If they had meant Khe Sanh to be a strategio obJeotive, . , 
it went badly for them. 

(UNIDENTIFIED): They say their strategy was what it turned out to 

be. Making a virtue of neoessity. 

BROYLES: Yes., That's exaotly how they behave. 

SIMMONS: But their peroeptions of us are remarkably pointed. 
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They seem to know a lot more about us than we knew about them. 

SHULIMSON: In the North Vietnamese offioia1 history (I don't know 

how good the translation is, but that's what I'ni depending on.), 

they're saying that the Tet offensive deoision was made in July 

1967, rather than the fR11 of ,that year. 

BROYLES: I don't think that's inoonsistent ••• 

SHULIMSON: There also seems to be some debate within the North 

Vietnamese hierarohy about this time, as to whether they are on the 

right oourse ••• 

BROYLES: In 1967? 

SHULIMSON: Yes, in '67. In other words--at this p01nt-:--they seem 

to be faoing the prospeot of kioking off a war of large units, in 

addition to the war of smaller units already underway. Perhaps 

the -diohotomy between big and small unit wars 1s n.ot quite as sharp 

for them as it is for us, but they still fa oed the oentra1 question 

of whether they oou1d matoh us in oombat between large units. 

Otherwise, I think your quotes line up what Douglas Pike has said, 

about the inseparability of the military and the po1itioa1 aspeots 

of the Vietnamese oonoept of "struggle.'" 

BROYLES: That's Just the point I was about to make. Let me quote 

General Man again: 

Ignoring the politioa1 [aspect] leads to military defeat. 
We never separate the two. We mounted theoffel'lsive to 
show that you oou1d not defeat us as you had planned. 
Of oourse, we suffered great losses but the losses 
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were acceptable given to the success. 
.... 

Later I asked Bui Tin about this acceptance of heavy losses, 

especially in l1ght of the.great uspris1ng of· the people against 

the South Vietnamese government that the NVA/VC seemed to expect. 

At first, he seemed to deny that this was part of .the strategy, 

saying, "We could not have the people go out lightly armed against 

the heavily armed American troops ••• " 

BATHA: Although I wasn't there at the time, I later heard of masses 

of people with Viet Cong flags walking boldly down the streets, 

thinking there would be an uprising.. They were slaughte.red. I 
, 

recognize, though, that there were other subplots involved in this 

phenomenon. 

BROYLES.: When,ever I began to talk of things like' that, I would 

tend to get the s.ame answer. This is what Bui Tin said about it: 

It is true that our forces and their allies took great 
losses. Arter 1968 most of our forces were sent into 
the south. Some companies were wiped out. In Saigon, 
we suffered terrible losses but we [still] did not lose 
even one-third of all the Viet Cong forces '. 

I replied that seemed like a lot to me. It would be like the 

Americans losing 175,000 men. But Tin just shrugged it off: 

We had hundreds of thousands killed. We would have 
sacrificed one or two million more, if necessary. 

This willingness to sacrifice is summed up in a brief saying 

of Ho Chi Minh's, which can be found on Signs at the entrances to 

practically every village in Vietnam: 

NOTHING IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN INDEPENDENCE AND FREEDOM. 
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Everyone--from generals to widows to small children--has this 

saying planted firmly in his mind,' and quotes it freely wh,en asked 

about the sacrifices of the war. Wherever I went, I did not find 

anyone who expressed any degree of regret for anything he had to 

do. 

When I went to Hue, I spent a great deal of time talking to a 

pair of Viet Cong who currently serve as the Provincial Vice Chair­

man of the Peoples Committee .and of the Foreign Affairs Committee. 

Both of them were in Hue baok in 1968, at the Citadel and elsewhere. 

The first thing they asked me was if I had seen the dooumentary, 

"Vietnam: A Television History." (Laughter) I replied that I had. 

"Well," the Viet C,ong said, "We watohed i.t too. We all watohed it. 

And we remember scenes of Marines throwing hand grenades, in village 

after village, allover I Corps. Why did you do that? These were 

peasants and workers. All they wanted was to live in peaoe. This 

is what filled us with the rage to fight .• " 

As they talked, I reoalled arriving in Thanh My with General 

Simmons and seeing the oivilian casualties inflioted by Viet Cong 

and NVA. Their bodies laid out in rows. It was horrible. So I 

told him about seeing that, and we started arguing. I asked him if 

he had been in Hue during Tet 1968. He quiokly responded, "Yes, I 

was in one group [that was] in the Citadel. Street to street we 

were fighting. It was a glorious time." 

This seemed to be part of some heroic mythology-building that 

had oharaoterized the oomments of many of those I interviewed. But 

I had little toleranoe for that at the time beoause my .two most 
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vivid memories of Tet 1968 are the destroyed Citadel and 'all those 

civilian bodies laid o\.!t. 

"Well, what about all. th.ose people yo\.! .~1l1ed?" I as~ed. 

For the f1rst t1me dur1ng my v1s1t, crac~s. began to appear 1n 

that 1ncred1bly br1ght and sh1ny pat1na of hosp1tal1ty. I began to 

sense that th1ngs were perhaps a good deal different fr.om what they 

were be1ng made out to be. For example., these two ex-V1et Cong 

leaders loo~ed 11~e mov1e stars. Now, all the V1et Cong I ever saw 

out 1n the bush were peasants. They were ded1cated to the.1r cause 

and good f1ghters and all, but they were rough-hewn--r1ght ·off the 
" 

farm. These guys across from me loo~ed 11~e they had just come 

from d1scuss1ng a mov1e deal. They wore tur.tlenec~ sweaters arid 

glasses, and loo~ed very 1ntellectual. And when I a.s~.ed about, the 

~lll1ng, a loo~ crossed .th1sguyl s mov1e-star face that ,suddenly 

made me very glad that I was h1s guest and nqt h1~ prisoner. 

Anyway, th1s V1et Cong off1cer started to deny. that the ~1l1-

1ng had ever ta~en place, w1 th a remar~able tli-utology.: 

••• It was 1mposs1ble. We were the. peopl.e. How coul<J 
We ~111 ourselves? 

Then he launched 1nto a tirade about all the atroc1t1es the 

Amer1cans had committed: 

••• nli-lledour f1ngers down. Tore out our finger nalls. 
R1pped bod1es. R1pped bab1es from the1r mo,thers wombs. 
Eaten human hearts. Worr: strings of ears a'r.ound the1r 
neoks ••• 

I remember th1nk1ng that if he went. thif/ far., h.e was cli-pable 

of mak1ng up anyth1ng he wanted. Heml,u~t hav<:\ senE/ed my .skept1sm, 

and changed h1s tune, just a 11ttle. 
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Maybe the bodies were those of our own Vi~1; .. Cong 
patriots who had been killed by the vengeful 
South Vietnamese after the fighting ~tor cont~ol 
of Hue] was over... . .. 

-~ 

I did not buy this either, and kept pushing him for a ~traight 

answer until he finally said: 

Well, look--war is very fierce; the people were 
very bitter; they hated their [South Vietnamese 
civilian] oppressors, and perhaps a few people 
--some of the more brutal criminals--were 
spontaneously killed. 

This is a national mythology they are oreating, which admits 

neither error nor wrongdoing, and has no room for ambivalence, 

ambiguity, or moral sublety. A new panoply of heroes is emerging 

from the war: 20th Century Patrick Henrys and Nathan Hales, whose 

stirring words are recited and remembered. For· example, the man 

who tried unsuccessfully to blow up Secretary of Defense McNamara 

during one of his visits is remembered and revered for saying, "So 

long as a single American soldier lives on this soil,we can never 

be freel" 

In developing this national mythology, populated with flat, 

two-dimensional heroes and martyrs, they do not go so far as stating 

that the end justifies the means, no matter how extreme. On the 

other hand, there appears to be no particular uneasiness attached 

to the thought that they might have committed evil deeds in pursuit 

of a justifiable end. They jut don't seem to think about it and 

don't like to discuss it. 

I'd like to say just one more thing to wrap up my general 

comments. I asked a number of people to identify the worst period 

of the war--for themselves, anyway--and General Tuan's answer was 
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particularly strikirtg: 

After Tet 1968, the following period, thrQugh 1970, 
was very difficult for us. The fighting was very 
fierce. We were often hungry. I was a division 
commander [2d Viet Cong division] and I went hungry 
for days. We had no rice to eat. It was very, v,ery 
bad. But we did not have to beat you the way the 
Allies beat the Nazis. Our goal was only for you 
to wHhdraw so we could settle our affairs., That 
wasou!:' goal ,and we achieved it. 

Some of the former Viet Cong leaders I talked to, speaking 

frankly, said that America's entry into the war had sealed the doom 

of the Viet Cong and virtually guaranteed that South Vietnam would 

eventually be subjugated to the North Vietnamese: 

The wors,t thing you did in this year was to co.ne in. 
During the' lon'g years you were here, we [the Viet 
Cong ] were destroyed. The North Vietnamese took 
over the war, and then they took over the country. 
But if you had not come in 1964, we could have won. 
We would have had a much different country now. 

General Tuan did not seem to go along with this. He felt 

that even though the burden of combat shifted almost entirely to 

the North Vietnamese after Tet 1968, the ultimate result [a 

unified Vietnam under Hanoi's control] was inevitable. 

I could say much, much more in the way of general commentary, 

but I think the time has come to open the question period. 

FRANK: I'll l.ead off. What are the circumstances under which 

you went to Vietnam, and how did you arrange it? 

BROYLES: I had applied to go in 1983--about a year before I actually 

went. I had two goals in mind: First, to talk to Vietnamese people 

about the war and about the effects of the war on both the major 

cities and on the countryside; second, to re-visit the areas where 



Brogles'. - 19'. 

, '," "',.''' -,,:~. ''': .,', ::'ir. " ,: J, ~' 
I had fought, to see how they had changed~ Halfway throiiSh'1'984, 

I had still heard noth:l.ng from the Vietnamese. But, on 15iSe'J;t~mber 

I got a call saying that my visa had been approved. It 
, "Y-" j.t'l 

almost goes 

without saying that I would have liked to have had this di,sc1:l~;s,;on 

before I departed on the trip. (Pause) One question I wanted to 

ask all of you is whether our views of those early 1965 battles 

differ much from those of the North Vietnamese? 

BRAESTRUP: Well, Doug Pike thinks that from the North Vietnamese 

viewpoint those early battles were a form of testing, trying out 

ways to fight the Americans ••• [which' tracks with your quotes']. 

BROYLES: Sort of like a Broadway play trying out in New Haven, 

then •.. 

BRAESTRUP: That's Pike's interpretation. But I have a question 

about the tactical situation during Tet 1968. I don't know what 

level of detail you got into duringyollr discussions, but I have 

never understood why they seemed to make so many mistakes--tactical 

omissions--at Hue. They never blocked the river. The never blocked 

Highway #1. They reinforced piecemeaL •• 

SHULIMSON: I wondered about the same thing ••• 

BRAESTRUP: I was there as a reporter talking with Ernie Cheatpam 

and others, and we all wondered why, with all the forces they were 

supposed to have in the area, they weren't doing any better against 

the bob-tailed Marine battalion and the handful of U.S. Army combat 

troops initially on scene. The North Vietnamese and VC had Hue by 
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the short ha1rs,. but the Mar1nes kept gett1ng through. Maybe 1t's 

the same old story about the1r or1g1nal plan of gett1ng knocked out 

of whack and the1r be1ng too 1nflex1ble to adjust ••• 

SHULIMSON: I'm not sure, e1ther, but 1t seems funny to me that 

they were able to ach1eve great surpr1Se1n Hue, to get 11'1 and take 

over the c1ty. Then once they d1d that, they seemed to have no 

other aim. They just wa1ted there to be w1ped out. They fought 

b1tterly, but there was no re-deployment of forces and they re1n­

forced p1ecemeal as Peter has sa1d. 

BRAESTRUP: They brought 11'1 a couple of batta110ns t~ey had sup­

posedly moved over from Khe Sanh. 

SHULIMSON: That leads to another quest10n, about the relat10nsh1p 
, 

between Khe Sanh and Hue. D1d you by any chance ask them how many 

d1v1s10ns they actually had at Khe Sanh? 

BROYLES: They would not tell me. 

SHULIMSON: We have 1nd1cat10ns of four d1v1s10ns. 

BROYLES: Whenever I a.sked for spec1f1cs, l1ke troops strengths, 

they would always say, "I don't have the exact f1gure ... " or 

"You know as well as I ••• " They seemed to w1sh away anyth1ng they 

d1dn't feel l1ketalk1ng abou tor th1nking about •. 

SIMMONS: I'd l1ke to tackle that, by going back to Peter's question 

about the tact1cal mistakes at Hue v1ce elsewhere. Don't you really 

th1nk th1s m1ght have happened because of the level of sophist1ca-

I 
i 

.j 
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tion of their command and control? The system and equipment they 

actually had to work with? They could do a good plan--up to the 

moment the battle was j01ned~ You can make an analogy to the 

Western front in World War I. That's just about where the Viet­

namese were in their technology. They could bring their forces to 

battle, but once their forces were committed there was very little 

they could do to change whatever their units had originally been 

assigned to do. It was the battalion commander's fight from that 

point on. At Hue, the fog of battle WaS .probably so thick that 

they might not have known whether the road was cut or the rtver was 

blocked or what opportunities existed to take such actions. 

BROYLES: I talked to them about this. Compared to all our heli­

copters and communications gear, they had practically nothing. They 

communicated by messenger. - They'd hand a piece of paper to a guy 

and tell him to take it over to the next company or whatever. And 

the-messenger might or might not find his way ••• or get captured ••• 

or get killed ••• 

BRAESTRUP: Didn't this change over time, though? 

BROYLES: They had radios, too--but th~y sald that they were always 

afrald to use them. 

SIMMONS: Were they aware of our radlolntercept capablllty--ot the 

extent we were "reading thelr mail?" 

BROYLES: Yes. They sald that they could use radlos only ln extreme 

emergencles. Radios were never used as ordinary tactical tools. 
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SIMMONS: I'm thinking now about an analogy between Belleau Wood 

and Hue. Once those Marine battaliohs went into. the woods at 

Belleau Wood. regiment and division lost control of them. They 

were out there on their own. I think that's what happened to the 

battalions at Hue. 

BABB:Backin 1910. when I was statiohed at Eighth and Eye. then-­

LtCol Cheatham was the executive officer of the Barracks. One 

evening. he had a gathering of some of his company commanders at 

Hue: Ron Christmas. Chuck Meadows. Mike Downs ••• They talked about 

the very things we are discussing now. LtCol Cheatham sa!dthat 

he kept waiting for the other shoe to fall. but it never really did 

at Hue. The NVA and VC were very ferocious. and Cheatham kept 

expecting more things to happen. In fact. there were times when he 

wondered if his battalion was going to get i.ts ass kicked. But it 

never happened. even though the ferocious fighting continued. 

BRAESTRUP: I think the same was true duririg the 1972 Easter 

offensive. I was up in northern I Corps with Lt·Col Jerry Turley. 

the senior Marine adv;l.sor on scene. and he was dumbfounded at the 

failure of the North Vietnamese to push past the Cua Viet River 

line at first.· Everything seemed to be going their way. but they 

just stopped. Then late in April they made their second push and 

broke through. Along Highway #1. their advance towar.cl Hue was 

blocked only by an understrength battalion of Vietnames.e Marines-­

about 400 strong--and their two American advisors. who calmly held 

their ground while the entire 3d ARVN Division retreated past their 
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positions. I remember Turley saying, "What the hell are they doing, 

letting the roadblock stop them? Why aren't they taking their 

tanks and.moving around our flanks?" The area was flat and sandy-­

the old "Street Without Joy." There was 1'10 opposition out there 

except for some Rangers and regional fo'rces who weren't even ,talking 

to the Vietnamese Marines. The weather wasn't bad.' But the NVA 

ran into this Marine battalion and lost a couple of tanks, so they 

stopped. Over and over again, I get this feeling that once they 

had made their big planned attack, they weren't ,ready to follow up 

and exploit their initial successes. But that was worth four" or 

five days of combat. At the end of four or five days, a division 

would be completely used up, and would have to be pulled back and 

rebuilt. The idea of feeding in replacements and sustaining a 

major unit through, say, 185 days of combat is incomprehensible to 

a relatively primitive society. 

(UNIDENTIFIED): We should remember that, the North Vietnamese had 

limited political objectives as well as military ones, both in 1968 

and 1972. In 1968, they obviously wanted to capture Hue and hold 

it for political reasons. In 1972, they wanted the province capi­

tals of. An Loc, Quang Tri, and Kontum. Their logic was probably 

the same as the Germans' in gOing after Paris and Moscow. 

SHULIMSON: He has a point. Very few NVA troops were used during 

the 1968 Tet offensive outside of I Corps. Most of the fighting 

outside of I Corps was done by Viet Congo This implies a limited 

objective, probably the two northernmost provinces of South Vietnam ••• 
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SIMMONS: Well" their military region inoluded those northernmost 

provinoes. whioh were isolated from the rest of I Corps by the Hai 

Van mountains. And I guess that they expeoted to get at least 

those two provinoes plus Hue. both in 1968 and' 1912. ThEm. of 

oourse. there was also the olassio strategy of outting South. Vietnam 

in half., ••• did they talk about that as a reourring strategy? 

BROYLES: They talked about both--detaohing northern provinoes in 

1968 and 1912. and about outting the oountry in half. 

BRAESTRUP: But aren't the North Vietnamese saying--despitethe ., 

failure of these strategies until the veryend--that this apparent 

laok of military suooess really ,didn't matter so long as they won 

in the,end. I talked to Stanley Karnowwhen he got baok frOm 

Vietnam., ,They d,idn' t get into as muoh detail with him as they did 

with you. but they did say: 

Sure. We had heavy losses during Tet. but it 
didn',t matter. We had heavy losses on other 
oooasions, too. But they didn't matter either. 
What mattered was that we won. 

And you remember the famous Harry Summers quote, where he told 

the North Vietnamese oolonel: 

"You know. you never defeated us on the field of battle." 

And the Vietnamese replied: 

"That may well be true. It is also irrelevant." 

Then there is the famous Oriana Fallaoi interview with General 

Giap, where she told the general that the Amerioans olaimed that he 

had lost half a million soldiers. And Giap replied, "The exaot 

number." Then he let his head drop as oasually as if it were 
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unilllPortal,1.t ,as hurriedly, as if perhaps, the real . figure . we,re. even 

larger, according to her. 

It was Pike, I think, who pointed out that where they hali us 

was in what we had in our heads ••• so a,lot of the discussion about 

things we're interested in doesn't interest them at all. Thewar 

cost them twice as mu":. as it might have or should have, and t.o us 

that is important. To them, it's not. Is that what you got? 

BROYLES: Basically, yes. Whenever I tried to interpret victory 

and defeat in terms of casualties, their re,action was, "What are 

you talking about? Losses are not bow you measure victory"and 

defeat." 

BR.AESTRUP: Did you talk to them at all about Laos and Cambodia? 

BROYLES: I did, but not in ~etail. 

One thing I was particularly interested in was talking to the 

guerrillas about their experiences. We talked about weapons, for 

example. They found captured M-16 rifles (with amnio) to be in 

relatively abundant supply. And they were extremely impressed with 

the M-79 grenade launcher. That was the one weapon they wished 

they had. And they had (to me, anyway) this completely inexplicable 

respect for the M-72 (LAAW), that one-Sh.ot cardboard throwaway 

tube. My men didn't like to carry it, because once it got wet out 

in the jungle, it would not fire correctly. 

SHULIMSON: The M-72 worked well in Hue, thougn ••• 

MILLER: It was partly a matter of edUcation. The South Vietnamese 
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Mar1nes were down on theM-72 for the sallie reasons, but the adv1sors, 

real1z1ng that they had few antf-tank alternat1ves, got hold of 

some undamaged LAAWs and held extens1ve f1r1ng pract1ce untll the 

South V1etnamese rega1ned conf1dence 1n the weapon and took pa1ns 

to care for 1t 1n the jungle. Th1s was 1n ~971. A year lat,er, the 

VNMC scored some 1mpress1ve tank ambushes w1th LAAWs dur1ng the NVA 

Easter offens1ve. 

BROYLES: In add1t10n to weapons, they talked about how they negated 

our f1re support base strategy and our f1repower--even turn1ng 

these advantages aga1nst us ••• 

BABB: I sat on,a f1re base for the better part of f1ve months 

, dur1ng 1968 and 1969. You would often f1nd an artlllery battery co­

located w1th the headquarters of aq 1nfantry batta110n on af1re 

base. Or 1n the case of an operat10n, a ser1es of f1re bases. And 

s1tt1ng on those f1re bases I would oftenth1nk, "You know, r1ght 

at th1s very moment there are bad guys outs1de th1s fan [of fr1endly 

art1llery coverage] and those guys are mov1ng. And sure enough; we 

would take enemy f1re from t1me to t1me. And then the~,ad guys 

would move outs1de,the fan aga1n. In my op1n10n, we d1d'not once 

str1ke a blow for freedom dur1ng those f1ve months. Th1s was1n 

late '68 and early 1969, when the 3d D1v1s10n was test1ng the f1re 

base concept. We were totally 1neffect1ve 1n send1ng patrols 

through the g1gant1c valley the V1et Cong were us1ng, so ,they were 

able to move freely--e1ther outs1de the range fans or w1th1n the 

m1n1mum range of our art1llery. 
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MILLER: . The South Vietnamese had the same problem during LAM SON 

719. They setup a string of flre'bases that overlooked Route 9 in 

Laos •. The bases were not mutually supporting and.the South 

Vietnamese infantry units did not control the spaces. between them. 

Each base in turn was surrounded, and the attackingNVA dug an.d 

crawled their way clos'" and closer to the defensive perimeter, 

until NVA soldiers were lying on their backs and firing up through 

the tactical wire at re-supply helicopters, medevac birds, and the 

like~' Then on the first low visib1li ty day when close air support 

was negated, the NVA would bring up their tanks and overrun the 

fire base. Then they would start in on the next fire base, which 

would have to face a proportionally stronger NVA force •. They 

plucked those bases like ripe grapes, one by one. 

BABB: I think that most infantry and artillery officers who are 

honest with themselves would say that the fire base concept as we 

employed it was largely ineffective ••• totally ineffective. 

BROYLES: I'm not sure what the alternative would be. 

BABB: I'm not sure either. But that one didn't work. I remember 

then-Brigadier General Jaskilka, the CG of Task Force Yankee, 

visiting our fire base. "Are you being effective?" he'd ask. And 

several of us replied, "We don't think so, General. Kill the 

operation. Let's get the hell out of here." 

BROYLES: It took me a couple of tries--to change the subJect-­

to get to Marble Mountain, which of course bore few signs of the 
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atr facility and all the other activity there. There was a cave 

located there that had not been known to the Americans wh1le they 

occupied the area.. Even now , you could not see the' ert1;rance from 

15 feet away. I went inside, and saw a huge grotto, with a roof 

that must have been 75 feet high. There were beautiful Buddh\l-s 

carved into the rock, brightly painted. There was also an official­

looking plaque, which looked incongruous among all the religious 

artifacts. I asked my interpreter to read it: IN THIS CAVE FROM 

1966 TO 1969 WAS A FIELD HOSPITAL OF THE LIBERATION FORCES. Now, I 

know that from inside that cave you. could have heard helicopters 
" 

taking off from the Marine air fac1lity. You could probably even 

hear the conversations of Americans nearby. They had an entire 

field hospital set up in there and not one American ever' knew it ••• 

FRANK: Considering all the attrition they suffered, did they 

always keep their objective in Sight, or might they have been close 

to a 'time when they would have given up? 

BROYLES: I had the feeling that every single North Vietnamese and 

Viet Cong was programmed not to quit. The North Vietnamese operating 

in the south had a different attitude from the Americans on their 

one-year tours. They weren't trying to get back to their families 

or to school. They were there for the duration--not a prescribed 

short tour. 

BRAESTRUP: I'd like to go back to LAM SON 719. The Americans had 

a similar plan--called the "Highway 9 Plan"back in 1966. And that 

was why Westmoreland wanted to hold Khe Sanh, even though he could 
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not say that at the time. [Arter a two-week reconnaissanc~ in 

force earlier in 1966] Westmoreland put the Marines in to Khe Sanh 

in September 1966. I had visited it Just before the Marines went 

back in. It was a regular summer resort, manned by Green Berets 

and Bru tribesmen. They had airplanes in little underground hangars 
, 

and bugle calls every n'ght. It was like a dream. The commander 

of the outpost was Winston Spencer Churchill Hutton III, a West 

Point graduate. A terrific character. I wrote a story about it 

for the New York Times, and said that it looked like anothe.r Dien­

bienphu in the making, which will not be ranked among my better 

predictions. 

But I digress. The point is that Westmoreland has said in his 

memoirs--and other people have said, as well--that Kh·e Sanh was 

important pr1mariry as a staging base for a LAM SON 719-type 

operation into Laos, in.case Lyndon ever changed his mind about not 

widening the war. Now, Westmoreland had many faults (eyen though 

the Marine Corps seems untiringly polite in discijssing them--though 

not always) and illusions. And one illusion he shared with many 

other military men was that he (or they) could bring Lyndon around 

to his way of thinking. So that was the reason for hanging on to 

Khe Sanh, from 1966 on. 

SIMMONS: Let me give yOil another reason. Westmoreland may have 

thought that he was holding Khe Sanh as a Jumping-off point for an 

excursion int9 Laos ••• perhaps. But for a more immediate reason for 

LAM SON 719, you have to look to Lieutenant General Lam,the I 

Corps commander. I know from fac·e-to-face contact with General Lam 
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that during the 1970-71 period of withdrawal of Amerioan resouroes 

he was keenly aware that his oapability of oonduoting the war in the 

Amerioan way was fading. He oould not longer oount upon a super­

abundanoe of ammunition, airlift, and oommunioations. So he wanted 

to push westward while he still oould. And he partioularly wanted , 

to'gointo Laos. He had gone into Laos as a lieutenant, serving 

with the Frenoh ••• along Route 9. And he wanted to repeat that 

, operation. 

BRAE.STRUP: Oh, great I 

SIMMONS: I heard this from his own lips. 

(qNIDENTIFIED): Didn't the Amerioans push LAM SON 7191 

SIMMONS: I think it was a ooinoidenoe of desires. Let me just say 

'that I wa.s not partioularly impressed by the generalship shown by 

CG'of XXIV Corps at the time, but Lam was the one who provided the 

real impetus for going into Laos. 

(UNIDENTIFIED): So the Amerioans weren't really in oharge ••• 

SIMMONS: Well, it's like the raft going down the Mississippi 

oovered with ants ••• and every ant thinks he is in oontrol. You oan 

see this in the various monogr~phs by South Vietnamese leaders that 

CMH has turned out. I had very little faith in these monographs at 

first, assuming that they would beself-se):'ving and so on, but I 

think they'):'e very revealing. Very revealing. You know, the 

South Vi.etnamese were muoh less our puppets than they we):'e aooused 
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of being or even than we presumed them to be. They had thei):' .own 

perceptions about who was in charge and who wa,s running the show. 

I think that our advisors were certainly aware of that. 

MILLER: [As a former advisor] I agree. But in addition to Lam's 

personal desires, don't you think that LAM SON 719 was also d,ri ven 

by the earlier succesp of the CambOdian operation, which in effect 

dried up the'Delta for the NVA and the VC? 

SIMMONS: Sure. But I wouldn't underestimate Lam's own personal 

influence. He thought he could pull the Laotian operation off. He 

though t he could do it. (Pause) Maybe we ought to shift ge.ars ••• 

BROYLES: Just to wrap up the ground portion ••• Even after making 

allowances for hindsight, the North Vietnamese seemed to be very 

clear in analyzing our weak pOints. They saw four basic weaknesses: 

First was our over-reliance on firepower and helicopter support. 

The second weak pOint was the lack of support for the war back in 

the United States. The third was our partnership with an unworthy 

ally. And the fuurth point, which they kept coming back to over 

and over again, is that we Americans were trying to fight a Viet­

namese war When we were not Vietnamese. All the Vietnamization in 

the world could not change that. EVen General Hanh in Saigon told 

me that. He said, "You made us be anti-Communist. but we had 

nothing positive to put in its place." And at every level in a war 

like this, at some point the basic allegiance of the individual 

comes into question. It holds true for Americans as well as 

Vietnamese. But we can talk more about th:l.s later on. Let's move 
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on to the a1r war. 

To beg1n with, I am just a grunt, and I had no part10ular 

knowledge of the a1r war when I made my v1s1t. But when you v1s1t 

Hano1, you real1ze that the a1r war was the b1g one--the real war-­

for them. The North V1etnamese oall 1t the1r seoond D1enb1enphu. 

They regard our a1r attaoks as our ow~ vers10n of the1r Tet 1968 

offens1ve--our attempt to break the1r w111 by attaok1ng the1r rear, 

and oreat1ng a psyoholog1oal separat10n between the1r front and 

the1r rear. 

They were very repet1t1ve 1n the1r bas10 propaganda 11ne. I 

was on hand for the oelebrat1on of the 30th ann1versary of the 

11berat1on of Hano1 from the Frenoh, and I heard the oompar1sons 

w1th D1enb1enphu and Tet over and over aga1n. They also sa1d th1ngs­

-re~eatedly--l1ke, "You d1d not break our w1ll. You only made us 

more determ1ned. You brought the war home to every house 1n the 

North." 

I had expeoted Hano1 to have the look of an East Berl1n, wh10h 

I'd seen 1n the early 1960's. But as a matter of faot, 1t looked 

exaotly 11ke a sleepy Frenoh prov1no1al town. There .was no ev1denoe 

that 1t had ever been bombed or otherw1se affeoted by war. I spent 

an hour and a half, dr1v1ng around w1th my gu1de, try1ng to get h1m 

to show me damage from the war- We oouldn't f1nd any. We went to 

one of the streets that was known to have been h1t dur1ng the 

Chr1stmas bomb1ng of 1972. There was supposed to be a memor1al 

there, to all the o1v111ans who were k11led 1n the bomb1ng. We 

kept ask1ng where the memor1al was, but no one seemed to know. 



Finally, we found it in a tiny little park w1>t;ha gate. There was 

nothing else there. 

We went to the famous Bach Mai hosphal,'wiifCh was hit by 

mistake in the 1972 raidS. 
. ',' ,'-.' <'-:\,'i.'" ,fJ('-l . . "~~',,,'.-" " 

They still display pictures of Jape 
',J: , 't -:_1 :,.j";! . 

Fonda visiting there. The hospital itselt' has been largely rebuilt, 
, ",'>:"""'" i,0'fl ct I .:;,;" ]:_:'.~~> 

but the staff still har ,.i.vid stories about the. bombing; 'They 
~,,'} '-i,if y.;.,"'_ 

described the living patients mixed with the dead,' The water pipes 

burst and there was flooding .• 

We had to break through the rubble and uncover 
the entrances with our bare hands to get the 
wounded out. Power was out and.the storeroom· 
where we kept our antibiotics and bandages was " 
destroyed. It took almost two, weeks to extricate 
all the dead and the smell of bodies filled the 
hospital. Three students were killed. But war 
was war. So we rebuilt the hospital but we never 
got around to fixing the basement. The shelter 
is still filled with rubble and water. After the 
Paris agreement, Kissinger came here and promised 
us three million dollars to rebuild the hospital, 
but we never got it. 

One thing that is particularly interesting about this aspect 

of the war is the near reverence they hold for the B-52 bomber. To 

them, the B-52 svn\bolizes America's technological superiority. The 

most popular exhibit in their military museum is the wreckage of a 

B-52 that had been shot down by MIG-21s. To them, B-52 strikes are 

the things most worth talking about. And when they start talking 

about these raids, their faces actually change. They say, no-­

they'll never forget. The memory of B-52 strikes will stay with 

them longer than anything els.e in the war. It's the one thing they 

feel the most free to talk about. 

(UNIDENTIFIED): Might they.be prone .to .rememper every. American air 
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strike as a B-52 raid? 

BROYLES: No. They know the differenoe. You oan go to any village, 

and they oan tell you exaotly what types of planes were oarrying 

what types of bombs. They know when they were attaoked--the exaot , 

dates ••• how many missions ••• how many runs. It was extraordinary. 

They know everything. They oan desoribe the different modifioations 

made to the F-4s and A-4s. They know more than I do about our own 

a·iroraft. 

BATHA: Maybe we should inorease the distribution of our "For" 

Comment" edition of "The Air War in Vietnam ••• " 

'BROYLES: Listen, they would go for it. This was a life and death 

thing for them, and they are very knowledgeable. No oonfusion on 

their part at all. Those kids in the military museum were looking 

at the pieoes of the downed B-52 like they were seeing a great 

mythologioal beast that had been slain. 

I went to the textile town of Nam Dinh, whioh had been hit 

hard. The People's Committee had the reoords. You have a seat and 

they bring out the folders. They have folders on everything, with 

oareful notes and photographs. They have divided the air war into 

two periods: the Lyndon B. Johnson period and the Riohard M. Nixon 

period. One person is in oharge of eaoh period. A woman opened 

the file on the LBJ period and read, 

••• During this period Nam Dinh was bombed 189 
times. inoluding 82 night raids. Sixty peroent 
of the houses were destroyed ••• 

She gave me lots of examples. Here's one: 
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,I '~'\ ' 

••• on April i4, 1966 there was a raid against 
Hang Tau. street &t 0645. The.chlldren Were 
getting ready for school; Many of them were 
among the 49 people killed •.. Two hundred and 
five homes were destroyed ••• 

And another: 

••• On June 12, 1972 we had the la,rgest raid on 
Nam Dinh. Twe""y-four planes attacked, dropped 
102 bombs: pC.J..Let bombs; pipe explosive bombs. 
Many people· died ••• 

I asked them, "Why did the Americans bomb here?" This is what 

they said: 

••• The Americans would bomb whenever they saw 
lights or crowds or any signs of life •. There 
were no military targets. It was· Just psycho­
logical. They destroyed dormitories, schools, 
kindergartens, hospitals ••• 

BRAESTRUP: In other wordS, civilian targets only ••• 

• 

BROYLES: Many people, they said, were "killed" twice in these 

records. They would be wounded in one raid, carried off to a 

hospital, then bombed again. One of the Vietnamese said, "You 

know, the Amerlcans bombed so mu.chth.at att.er awhlle our people 

began to get bored by it. The siren .wQ\lld, .go off, and we wouldn't 

want to get out of bed or leave the table to go to the shelter. 

'Not again,' we would think. 'Not now ••• '" 

BRAESTRUP: You ought to have a footnote on this. I refer to the 

infamous Harrison Salisbury trip to North Vietnam in December 1966. 

He was taken to Nam Dinh, where he metwil.'ththat same· People's 

Committee. And Salisbury came away from·that meeting sa,ying that 

there were no military targets. And later, the famous letter from 
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the Navy aviator oame in, saying, "If there were no military targets, 

then why did·Nam Dinh light up with'antiairoraft fire every time we 

got anywhere near the plaoe?" You'd better believe there were 

mili tary targets there ••• 

BROYLES: Certainly. And I said to them, "Look--Nam Dinh is not 

quite the helpless provinoial town you have been portraying. There 

are gasoline storage tanks here ••• heavy equipment ••• there were anti­

airoraft batteries ••• " 

But the Vietnamese usually oame up with a way to justify what 

they did. I remember talking to one Amerioan pilot before my trip 

to Vietnam. He said that during one of his bombing runs he missed 

one of his targets and aooidentally hit a ohuroh. He was amazed to 

see the ohuroh blow up, with huge seoondary explosions. It was 

obvious that the North Vietnamese had been keeping ammunition and 

high explosives in the ohuroh. When I asked my hosts about thiS, 

here's what they said: 

We would not have had antiairoraft gun sites or 
have kept ammunition in our ohurohes if you had 
not been bombing us. We were not attaoking your 
planes on their oarriers. You were attaoking us. 
We had to proteot ourselves. 

Then I asked them what it felt like to be out in the open, 

trying to shoot down airplanes. They said that they had so many 

volunteers that they had to have eleotions to be gunners. Everybody 

wanted to get out there and shoot down airplanes. They seemed to 

have a ohildlike wonderment when they talked about the bravery of 

Amerioan pilots who flew straight into the teeth of the SAM defenses. 

But their obvious admiration was tinged with pity. It must have 
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been the way that Wellington's infantry thought about the French 

lancers they encountered. The Vietnamese marveled at the way the 

American pilots kept diving into such intense antiaircraft fire. 

(UNIDENTIFIED): Did the North Vietnamese S!BOW any hatred toward 

the Americans, despite ~heir admiration for the bravery of the 

pilots? 

BROYLES: Well, yes. They always said they had great hatred. And 

I asked practically everybody this questl,on, "Do you have hatred 

toward the Americans?" And the answer was usually: 

Yes. You bombed our villages and you bombed 
our cities. But we realize that you were 
victims of the imperialist warmonger clique 
in Washington ••• 

FRANK: Do you think there was a possibi11ty that there would have 

been an all out aerial assault ••• 

BROYLES: Over and above the Christmas bombing? 

FRANK: No. 

SIMMONS: That's our mythology of the war--correct10n, the A1r 

Force's mythology of the war. 

BRAESTRUP: P1ke's argument 1s that they would not have called off 

the war. They just would have sa1d, "Let's not do it th1s way." 

BROYLES: Theycla1med that they shot down the f1rst B"52s 1n 1972. 

Three of the1r M1g p1lots made the k1lls. One of these went on to 

become a cosmonaut, for the sov1ets. I talked to h1m for nearly an 
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hour. I was really interested in how it felt to ,him ,to, be shooting 
'~,,:' .' , "".j ') .' ." 

down a B-52 because of the transition he had ~een t~rougl;!,:--fro~ a 
, , ' r' 

boy who'herded water buffalo, to aircraf,t mechanic, to jet"p:l.;Lot, 
,', ,; ' .. 

to' cosmonaut. After being a jet pilot for nearly 20 years, he now 

has about a. tbous'and hours of flight time , counting his combat 

time. This s,eems, ;like an incredl bly small amount of t'iine 'for a 20-

year pilot. Isn't it? 

BATHA: Yes.i,t sure ,is ••• 

BROtLES: Well, to go on ••• when I'd question them about their 

reaction to an all-out air assault, they would just fa;Ll back upon 

their version ofhlstory. The never did,want to g;!.ve a thing away 

to me. They would say that: 

••• In 1945, we controlled Hanoi, and we made a 
, " "k;decis:\;orf to leave it in order to go back into 

the mountains. We were perfectly prepai'edto 
leave Hanoi if we had to. Even the Christmas 
bombing of 1972 did not matter that mUCh, be­
cause even before that bo~bing started we had 
won Kissinger"s 'approval for keeping forces in 
the South. 

It was the same old line every time. Their reasoning would 

run along the lines of, "We're not saying that the bombing forced 

us to the negotiating table, but even if it did, it did not do 

anything to help you win the war." In other words, no answer. No 

results. 

BATHA: Another aspect of the air war was the mining of Haiphong 

harbor. What did they have to say about that? 

BROYLES: I didn't get into that, but now that you mention it, I 
:-, ~ . ' 
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wish that I had. 

SHULIMSON: I have a different question. A Marine veteran of the 

Combined Action Program has just been given permission to visit 

Vietnam. And two Congressional subcommittee delegations are making 

the trip. One. headed hy Sonny Montgomery. is over there now. The 

other. headed by Stephen Solarz. is going there on December 16th. 

Does this indicate a certain opening up of the Vietnamese society? 

Do you think that they would be willing to release some of their 

records on the war? 

BROYLES: I don't know. I think the situation is a lot more 

complicated than it appears on the surface. Part of it goes to 

their overall foreign situation. They are trying desperately to 

establish better relations. especially with us. but they have a 

number of fears. They saw what we did in Taiwan. under pressure 

from the Mainland Chinese. They are terrified about the prospect 

of becoming dependent upon Soviet support. then having the Soviets 

hand them over to the Chinese. They are taking very modest first 

steps to discard some of the Marxist ideology. to improve industrial 

planning. But the highest ranking officials. the older guys. have 

a remarkably conservative view of the world and of their society. 

They talk constantly about patriotism. discipline. unity. and 

sacrifice. It's like talking to Jerry Falwell. They see the 

effects of Western culture on their country--Ieft over from the war 

and still coming in--and they see these effects as being tremendously 

corrosive. The south is remarkably unchanged. They've put in a 
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few co-operatives, but ten years have gone by and I think they've 

made aqasic d,El'c,l'si·on not to inake the South like the North.' And I 

think that"basically the South has remained unchanged; 

FRANK: What's happened to all the American gear that was left 

behind? 

BROYLES: Well, going back to a point I made earlier about the near-

total absence of signs that a war was every fought there, you just 

don't see much evidence of American gear. The Russians may be 
" using some of it, but on my drive past Gam Ranh Bay I didn't see 

mUCh, in my casual eyeballing. 

SIMMONS: How ,apout the railroad, and all the bridges that were 

cut? They've ,not ,restored the railroad, have they? 

BROYLES: The railroad runs from Hanoi to Saigon. 

,SIMMONS: Really? And they've replaced all the bridges ••• 

BROYLES: There were two ways to get from North to South, going 

overland. One is the railroad and the other is Highway #1. South 
, 

of Ghu Lai, there is nothing on the road. It's like driving in 

Wes t Texas. You see no cars. And the railroad takes ,almost forever, 

constantly late, but it does run. But ,since there's no traffic, I 

don't see how they can have much commerce moving b~tween North and 

South. Back in 1975, there was a great ,deal ,of back and forth, 

because everybody was trying to see their families. But my guide, 

who was from the North, had never been in the South before. 
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BABB: You I$poke earl1er about the l1ngering effeo,t.s of the Western 

culture that has been 1mposed on'the,South.Do the Northerners 

have a perception about how many generations it may take to 

overcome that kind of thing, if e",.r? 

BROYLES: Actually, things are moving in exactly the opposite 

direction. For example, on the thirtieth anniversary of the 

revolution in Hanoi, they had a big concert in Lenin Park. They 

had a program of popular and patriotic music, and they had five 

rock and roll bands. The first four of these bands were from 

Hano1. Pretty humdrum. But the fifth band was from Saigon, "and 

was led by a guy who came bouncing out on the stage like Mick 

Jagger. Suddenly, the kids in the audience came al1ve. They went 

wild. And after the Saigon band finil$hed, the patriotic music 

started up again, and everybody went home. 

BRAESTRUP: They lost the war, after alll (Laughter) 

BROYLES: It's really happening. In Hanoi, people have told me 

that through 1961, it was just like wartime. Everybody was riding 

bicycles. Now you're starting to see motorcycles; you're starting 

to see cars. And some of the old timers are beginning to wonder if 

it was worth it to continue fighting and endure all the hardship 

for thirty years or so, just so their offspring can wear long hair 

and ride around on their Hondas and listen to rock music. The kids 

really like American things. They would rather have American blue 

jeans than the ones they can get from Taiwan. They will give you 

letters to take to their relatives in California. In the bars, 

they look down on the East Europeans and the SOViets, and keep saying 
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things like. "American number one. Number one. Really good." 

I think that many people in Vie,tnam know that we can give them 

what they want in the future ••• and the Russians can't. I went 

around I Corps with a kid who had just come back from seven years 

in the Soviet Union. He was a hand-picked Communist. And the 

first thing he asked me was about Michael Jackson. I said. "Don't 

you like Russian music?" It was evident that he didn't like it as 

much as he liked rock. So this clearly is what's happening. And I 

think the Vietnamese leadership is' coming to the point where they 

are going to have to make a tough decision. Either they are going 

to have to acknowledge the pervasive influence of Weste~n culture 

on their society. and find a way to accommodate to it. or else 

they are going to have to try and stamp it out ruthlessly. with 

some type of upheaval that is similar to the Chinese cultural 

revolution. maybe toned down a bit. 

FRANK: What about the MIAs? 

BROYLES: I spent a lot of time on that. I went to the JCRC in 

Bangkok before I entered Vietnam. and got some names to check on. 

E:verywhere I went in Vietnam. I asked about the MIAs. I talked to 

a number of Europeans. and I got many answers like. "Oh. yes. We 

saw this American on a working party in such and such a place ••• " 

But you could never track anything down. No first-hand witnesse,s. 

Always somebody else who saw the MIAs. For instance. "Go and find 

this Swede at such and such a place." So I'd go there and find a 

Swede who matched the description. But he'd answer. "Oh no. that's 

not me. The guy you want went back to Sweden." 
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I only found one true eyewitlless, a Canadian. He said that he 

was in a boat gOing down the Mekong when he saw a blond man wearing 

shorts, walking along the river bank. When the Canadian got closer, 

he heard the man talking to himself in English. But when the blond 

man saw the Canadian, he slipped into the jungle and disappeared. 

I told this story to d. Vietnamese Offici:~i, and he said only that 

there might still be a deserter or two on the loose. I couldn't 
" " 

get anything out of him. So I switched the subject to the question 
, 

of recovering the remains of American servicemen. The Vietnamese 

official then said an interesting thing: 

Look, put yourself in our place. You've been 
to all these .cemeteries. Every village has 
a cemetery. Now, we lost hundreds of thousands 
of men in the war. But all of our fighters 
are buried in the South, away from their home 
villages. They are not in those graves in .their 
village cemeteries. We don't know where the 
graves of half of them are. How can we go out 
and tell our people that it's more important to 
look for Americans than for their own sons and 
fathers? 

(UNIDENTIFIED): Bill, could you summarize what effect you'd like 

your trip to have on your intended readers ••• 

BROYLES: Well, the trip left me very perplexed. After going back 

and seeing the places where we fought, remembering all the people I 

knew who died there, all the energy and effort expended, the military 

and national reputation that was at stake ••• the regenerative quality 

of the land and the culture make it all seem like such a waste, 

because Vietnam today looks much as. though nothing ever happened 

there. Obviously my Vietnam experience brought about.many changes 
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beneath the surfaoe 1n my l1fe. but 1t 1s st1ll hard to esoape the 

feel1ng that noth1ng today 1s any different. That 1t was all for 

naught. 

Another th1ng I am oarry1ng around 1s anger about the f1nal 

stage of the war. I th1nk that 1t's poss1ble to understand what we 

d1d up unt11 the 1968 Tet offens1ve. Then we deo1ded that we had 

made an 1noorreot analys1s of the s1tuat10n. We had done our 

m111tary best and had not been defeated m111tar1ly. but we deo1ded 

as a nat10n that the oomm1tments we had made were beyond our w111-

1ngness to fulf111 them. So what makes me b1tter about the war 1s 
.-

the way 1t was dragged out between 1969 and 1973. Wh1le all the 

wheel1ng and deal1ng was g01ng on. people'were gett1ng k1lled ••• 

Amer10an ·troops were gett1ng k1lled ••• and no longer for a good 

reason. after we had deo1ded to pullout. R10hard N1xon spent more 

days as a wartime pres1dent than Roosevelt. And that to me was 

unoonso10nable. 

I asked some of the V1et Cong if they had many oases of post­

traumat10 stress syndrome or anyth1ng l1ke that. Now. these are 

people who 11ved 1n tunnels. I went down 1n some of these tunnels, 

and I wanted out pretty qu1okly--1n about th1rty m1nutes. But they 

11ved 1n those th1ngs. For ten years. They were bombed. They 

were napalmed. In terms of sheer pun1f)hment. the war walil muoh 

worse for them than for us. 

But they have none of these delayed stress symptoms. 

One woman told me that the moment she hears a hel1copter. she. 

falls to the ground. But she adds. "Of oourse. I don't hear many 

hel100pters anymore ••• " 
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They talked about several differences between the Vietnamese 

and the American experiences., 

First, the war for them was sort of a s,hared national experience, 
,'i,';' '-'.' :-:")/",: ' ' 

on the side that eventually prevalled. !Everyone shared 1n it ••• the 
, r .,~'" 0.. .' 

long famlly separations ••• the suffer1nS;,,' ,,;;~~rJ.,~J-ppe.they won, the 

sacrifice was worth i';. In fact, the only t;b!re\,:.~,~~Y,i' use the actual 

word "sacrifice" is when they are talking abo\ilj; a~""l1h; 

The second difference is that they have be~lli,Jt9,P ~l;Il1I~ to think 

abou t the hards hips they suffered. One man tOld W~;iil:"'~\t1;yebeen .so 

busy re bullding the count ry, :I. t was so hard to w1n';\(r;l.~4~,'Yrer o.l'Ic,ured 

to us that peace could be a problem." 

Finally, they're Just not as introspective as we";\;',,"~2j~Wt 

these things. There's no self-preoccupation. If you~r~~t!~p$,4;;!t,o ' 
;.-

working in a rice paddy for sixteen hours a day, seven ~.~~p:";a,,!~,;e)t,, 

it takes a lot to make you start feeling sorry for your~~lf,." 

BRAESTRUP: 
" ' .' " " ' ';:', ,,').~, ',". 

I think that one of the problems with the whole V,letnam 
>:",",'i ,5 (.,;"" 

thing is that the war is depicted--and Newsweek is a prime ott'elllcller. 

along with me-- as kind of an apocalyptic experience. You ~,<>V"lt;1'l1!l 

bit: "No war was ever so horrible to the people fight1ng it as the 

V1etnam war ••• J' Th1s is part of a pervasive PSYCho-babble, generated 

by psychologists and others who are trott1ng out their old ant1-war 

biases as their last line of retreat. They say the reason for the 

stress syndrome is that our people were forced to do th1ngs they 

didn't want to do, to 1nflictall kinds of brutalities, by the 

nature of the war 1tself. Well, h1storically, that Just doesn't 

stand up. So a lot of the psycho-babble is extraneous and his tori-

1 
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cally kind of peculiar. 

Which brings me to a second pOint: A big diff$rence for the 
Vietnam veterans is the treatment they got when they returned home. 
Now, I went into the Korean war, which had its,own little moments 
of pleasure. You had to look hard enough to find those little 
moments and not listen to the psycho-babble. Now, there tends to 
be a leap of memory past my war. They always compare Vietnam to 
World War II, when they talk about veterans coming home. This is 
not unusual, because nobody pays any attention to the Korean veterans. 
When we came home from Korea, nobody in the media or academia 
treated us as victims or psychopaths. We Just came home. Noone 
paid much attention to us. It was not a popular war, but we were 
not scapegoats. But when the Vietnam veterans get home, there were 
peopie who spat at them. That's the difference. And that has a 
real effect on how you review your own experience. The whole Vietnam 
Memorial hassle was quite clearly a search for recognition for what 
they'd done. They wanted to be treated 11ke other veterans. And 
that was what the fight over the flag pole was all about. 

BROYLES: I think that's all true. 

SIMMONS: If you only have one war, what do you compare it with? 
If you have three wars, four wars, .five wars, you have something to 
compare. From my perspective, Vietnam was a remarkably comfortable 
war. You had a twelve-month tour ••• you had R&R ••• you came back 
from patrol to the fire support base and you had the steak and 
shrimp waiting for you ••• you had your stereo set. It was not that 
way in World War II., And ·it was not that way in the Korean war. 
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"'{'", ' ,,:. ' 

I d1dn't th1nk we were g01ng to have these psych1atr1c problems. , 
• ,:\ ,," ",,' ,.1 

I thought all these supports would preclude that ••• 

BRAESTRUP: You d1dn' t have them thereJ you had.' them back here ••• 

SIMMONS: Well, yes and no. And another p01nt: remarkably few 

people 1n V1etnam actua'.ly d1d any f1ght1ng. 

BROYLES: True. 

SIMMONS: Very few. And look at all those veterans who turn up at 

the Vietnam Memorial and other places. If all the guys who say,) "I 

was with the Special Forces" were really with the Special Forces, 

then they wouldn't have needed the Marine Corps. 

BROYLES: There's another point to make on this. Some of the people 

I know, who either volunteered or w~re drafted, were not the best­

adjusted members of our soc1ety 1n the first place. They were not 

exactly the backbone of their community. So I think you'll find 

that some of the people--by no means not all-who have real problems 

now, after the war, are people who quite likely would have had 

problems anyway. But, I don't want to minimize their problems. 

(UNIDENTIFIED): No, I don't want to minimize this either. But I 

w111 say this. You look at a profile (I'm talk1ng of a demographic 

prof11e of 1ndividuals who are 1n veterans hospitals, under 

therapeut1c treatment for post-stress syndrome) and look at socio­

economic levels ••• at educat10nal levels ••• and there are some 

revealing things there. These individuals were likely to have had 
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d1fficul ty ••• I couldn't document this and wouldn't .. even try. Post-

stress syndrome really takes the form of a lot of people searching 

for a cause. 

SIMMONS.:' May I suggest that this is a good'po1nt to break for 

,lunch ••• 

-END-

.j • . 


