
PORElGN SERVICE lRSTlT11l'& 

Mr. Nathaniel Ad-. 

Ruden D1aUt 

1730 Rbode 1.1aad Avenue. N.W. 

w .. hill8to1l. D. C. 

Dear Hat: 

1 8=1o.e eopy of r~1te by the fo~r lad_dan MIINu.ador 

to lIaDoi1lhich inc:lude. lab _ ia cue ~ would ner viela 

to eoat&et hia. 

I _lo.e for your personal iater .. t a brief aDd by ao _ 

fully finalised paper 1 wrote reeeatly about our Viet-Rea 

illWlv_t. You msht find it iatere.tillg. 

Beat reprd •• 

O/FSI/VTC:OWilliams:d 

SiDeerely. 

Oaclea WUlI. .. 

Coordinator 
Viet-... Traia1as Ceater 
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THE WHITE HOUSE 

WA.HINGTOH 

June 1 , 1971 

~ Ogden: 

Here is an FBIS account of the 
interview with the Indonesian 
Ambassador . It is not as hard­
hitting as some articles that 
appeared in some Asian news­
papers. (Ithink the Press 
Summary that I saw was from ' 
the Philippine Free Press .) 

I 'll continue to look for the 
actual article I made reference 
to. I think I have it at home. 

-S>~~ 

,. ' . 

• 



I , , 
1 , 

I 
I 
I 
I 

i 
i 
i , · -• I 

, I ,-, 
, " 
:~ 

· 
1 

.1 

~ 
.:::J 

I 

I 
! 
! 
I , , 
1 • 

rNTr:RiIIATI WA\. RELATI o.,S , , 

, 

FORMER AMllA SSADOR TO HANOI SEES NO END IN SIGHT FOR VIETNAI1 WAR 

[Intervic>r with Former Indones i an Ambassador to Hanoi Nugroho by Rb • . Sugiantoroj 

Dj;;karta, i:c'"pas , Indonesian, 13 January 1971, pp 3 , 6] 

------- ---

Ecii tor I S Xo';;e : 'l'he Vietnam Har continues, but few Indonesians have 

seen the si tuo.ti"on in r'iorth Vietnam a.t close. hand . Among then are . r:tJ;::roho 

S .IL ( sardj:ma hukum; law degree), -8; for:ne r Indonesian AmbA.ssador in ;;:;.noi 

_(1967-70) . He r e tuned to ]..i.:- '<n.,-t~ in :';arc~ i970 at hiG 0\<" r equest a1:. 

the end of his a'3Gicm,..em; . Nm, he is r equesting early r etir ement from the 

Foreign A:!':!'ai r s Dcpar t;;:cnt -oceauGe he wants to b e active in the development 

:mu 1;:." fields 0.3 Co corporation lc.-ye r. He now heads a legal consultant 

f1.r.:i vllich provides legFi.i. e.d.v:i.ce on foreign capital. investment , banking, 

::.i.!linr; , etc . ~':u~l'oho was born in 1920 in go\ljo~rto a.nd. graduated i'rcm 

!J_, ici ,~n Uni v"rsi ty . He '."as active in the diplomatic field for more than 

2() year" una is nml considered one of the best Indonesian diplomats. Fol-

lowin<: i :; the Gtory of his -bojourn in Hanoi. • 

'I'he Vict=:n vlc.r cannot pOG5ibly be settled as long a::: the t"o sides 

~in\'olvcu Lia not mutua.lly :i.c.ke :;lore di re ct concession:; . Up to t·hc l)~cs ::~nt 

"'4"'~ t' ''' "'-Jl.! ·- -. ... ;" · ';·~ 1'· Jon.., U~;t -; C' ~·...,t,.. . ... , .. ~.:lI ... '''',. ... ..... . ~ -,.. •. ~ w'O ' 

. ~ . 

\;~ ... . t.,; J 11'.; ~A • .... Cv J \..: .... :r .... c ~ .... -~ .1..1 Iv ....... , .. ... eu .... ~ __ e." . n<.~\ e .1 :.(1' . .. O~l. C .. l .IC :: • .I.J .... Oi.S 

- --:.---
. . -- ~---

t.h:'ln 1. ! ·'''··:-~:'; !, ._.:-:,:.~; . :!o"or inst[:.ncc , l)y h~ .... lttr:~ the bo::(nin[} ()f I'lo!'th '!': .. ~tr,e.m J 

b ..... il.r: ":';~.~.'~ \ ' ..... () C i.:'(:"23S ... .ri ... co the Viet Cong, and tlaking prc.'nar-p..-cicDS to vlith -

c. :::~' ... ' h lic:::'l. . .i.cn G=::' tts t..rr;()ps . -

The o!l..lv concesriio:l Hanoi bas mac.e up to n(n', is to be prepared to 

c1tsc~t sG or.l:/ \, Ol!"~ .... n.oJ.e .. vii til tee Saigon si{le in Pari s . ' Nothins eise . So 

stateD. T..he i'o"r-~er rtepu-olic of' Indonesia Ambassador to North Vietnam, 

Nuc;roco S . R., in tal}~ing with ](o::;:)o.s recently . He waz azzisoed to North 

Vietnam l'roo; AuguGt 1967 to lI:3.reh "1970 and now i s "'1O.i t ing retirement from 

the Departme nt of Foreign Affc:.irs. 
. 

NUGro:10 S . Il . docs not f,ee that Ha noj j fi incline o, to make D.nv COD­

cC3sion::. oth€',t' ,;i:.:::.n toe one tG.enT.ionecl o:oove , at least in the chc.rt run . "I 

. <lid not see l~ny cho.n.!"f'~ t he Nor th Vietna!1i.er;e nttitucle frC?~ the r..crinn5n(; 

. of t ne Puris Confer'"nee 1:.0 last Har ch ••• ann none after that t ime 2i ther. ". 

- -
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A 11 :~ I.V( ~ :lJlIl tn.lt. ,·" nl. l', i.l:udv () 11 t.h,· p:u ' !. o r " , )"\'.11 :~it':, ,:~ i: : 11 , ~,·{I .. :d "J'()( O 

.\('\.1..1" l11I'I I\.. 1\\. Iw~ · .;(·III . , 1.111' i. 1\t . ' · I ·~';;\.:~ tl\" 11\1L11 ;;Idt o
;; :~ l·l · r:~I' f'r"lJ!fI ' i;,'jltl~;;:-

' , II' It. 1 • .1 ,I r: l/',/~I '\ I \\11 \' 1\\1.1,( ';\: .1.1."" a :\t-I.I..I.,'II\I'III. ;1:d . l ;ll':ll!I.\II ',V I.t t 1,o!.11 :;i,i,';; wi.! . 

Situ~tion .in Hanoi 

Nugroho arrived in 

Vietnam with its b o:r,bing. 

dropped bombs on important 

capital. 

-

Hanoi while the U.S. was still terrorizing North 

Every day, wave after wave· of U.S. aircraft 

targets allover that cour.try, includinG the 
! 
t 

Hanoi is a city of about 600,000 inhabitants, so it is about as biG 

as Semarang . ~[ost of the buildinGs or houses are two-storied . They were 

buil t during the French colonial era . 1hde parks with small lakes are four. . 

in several ~arts of the city . , 
According to Nugroho, since the U. S . b e gan attackin~Hanoi, it be" 

came an ill- kent ci ty ~Ihere ordinarily it had been r:>.t!1er c·rderly. Buildir. 

appeared gioor:lY, neGlect;ed ; - Grass grew wild in the gardens . Office build­

ings, which of course are simple , appeared to be in ba d shape , with milde"I" 

walls . ",lho has a coance to clean up his house any more when at any moment; 

one must be prepared to run to the shelter," was the common saying. 

This situation was not improved by the aspect of the portions of the 

cit.y which were completely destroyed . The se were u sually important objec­

tives and their surrounding a reas whieh later were closed to the public . 

'rhe only buD.dings which were kept up apparently \lere several forei[. 

missions, botels and t\lO large restaurants. Actually, the tarr-ets of U.S . 

attack in Hanoi were ... electri c pover st.3.t;i..ons, wu!er numpin!"; -S~l.e.t.iCris-;-­

several small airfields in the out3kirts of the cj,ty ana th~ Long Bie n ·orit.. 

----------------------
This 'oridl:\e, mo:ce than two kilometers lonl:\ , c r osses the Red River 

and is located only h lG kilometers from the Indonesian Embassy . This bridc·: 

always ~ias the U.S . pilots I tar get . It \las hit several t i mes by U.S. bo:nbs , 

but it was also r econstructed several times by Vietnamese workers . Several 

r ockets aimed at imuortant te.rtJ:ets ,·rent ;Cer from tbf'i r mar~. On~ h'Undr~d 

and :t'if't;y of them exploded only seven meters from the Indonesian Em·oassy . 

But former Indonesi an Ambassador ~wroho -felt t~at U.S . c. ir 2.ttA..C~-:G 

oJ,n::....n~,:::":.:n::.:o:.:i'-'r"'e'"'o7·l":J,.. yl_,"""I;.;e.!.r""e~n:::o~t~c.=;,: "niHoolict:.l Uf) the y 'dere ".ccuseu. 01'. ,",~",e",j". n",,,_. The 

,~ - -..-'----.1- ..-_ 
devi:;.r..ion of -I)O~'-n.;j or roc~-:e ·t. s from l..heir 't.Qf:r: C'T·~ 1 ~:-; , for the I no ;~t. n.:~"t"t , 'Has no: 

dCJ."TDl...:l'a iC. Tbe .mc..in r C:J.f>lm- :i.'Or :-lJch d.cviatton "Tar, the ht:h :-np'.-,,(l ·f' l' JC 

~(!1t~ ,j\~tG "ln1ch .. Je re p"t"lncin8.11LPbs .o 1 · n~bter bombers. So if t~e 

pilot clcluyecl pressing t;he button 1'or just a r.:e cond, the rocl~et woulcl b e 

lo.unched fm' from its target. This happened frequently. In acldition, the 

1;:i .' jh t air d(!fcn!;c~ ()'f the cit y ofte n c:1.uzed t.he atto.ckin({ aircraft to dis­

l)crsc una. 'to loze their original tnrgct~ . 

- '-
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' . ~ ::I ·':~ rt.y J ~nlf.bter --
Furtller, NuCroilo related that in udtli tion to tilC chabhy app,~arance 

. . ' ;;,,,,oi , another ,,'ur ,;i tu::\tion ",bicl, could not 11c hidllen ""c that of the 

~ ;.:::\01 t::\nts , Alrno,;t."\ 11 Vid.r.<'.,;;c,"i" j 1) th" cap:Ll.,·J (1f' no no; '·~"r" vi. ,,1 bly 

~' . ~\!'I~' "During t.he b p;:11)'trw; of Il~lt1()i, I nl~vcr heard :\ J)Cl.~ ~jOtl 'lttur:h 

!flL i,hy , All le.n ~;tlP;J1·c;.;:;cd . Huth,~l' like tile ue11rcsccil ["troospilcre of 

.ro.:~jc, rcsidcnts during the ",o.r of indepenq.ence." 

'thc-y al:1o 'rere thin . Tbeir food ",as rationed. Not much ,food, but 

," out~b . This r"tionin~ syctem _0 still operative "'h~n he left ifanoi "laSt 

• 
yc::.i.r. 

Parties or gatherings of large groups in one place "'ere forbidden, 

tlainly to prevent many casualties if there ",ere U.S. air attacks . ~nops 

'.Iere open only from O~ Qn t.o 0730 . After that time , they ",ere closed. Open 

tJ.!lrket.s were spread among the city' s lanes . 

'brnir.r, SysteJ:l ond Policy of Dispersion 

Each time U.S , aircrc.ft "stopped" in Hanoi , there were casualties and 

lOGscc. However J there "·~re relatively few ca.sue.l ties . According to the 

Indonesian diplot".at, "Lhio ·'/:J.S due '';0 the goo a ",,,,rning system and policy of 

disperson. H~ was imprcssed by this. 

'l'he syntcm consisted of an air ,mrning sic;nal . Every wave of U.S . 

aircl':J.ft '(0 miles from Hanoi "'as picked up on radar . The warning was re­

layc,l quickly via a public radio attached at ,,11 street corners of the city. 

It re;;ouncled wi til "enemy ail'cr,"ft 70 kilometers • • . 60 kilometers • • • 

)0 kilometcrs ••. " and upon hearing "30 kilometers," Hanoi re'sidents hid 

in the shelter holes. Thcse holes ,{ere prepared at every house and side­

walk and vere called foxholes . 

The holcz m~<le at the siles of tbe stre:ets were one-rr~n boles. When ' 

not in use, they "ere covered with a special cover, and another person 

ran to the shelter "hen the enemy aircraft 'Tnrning announced aircraft at 

30 kilo",eters from· Hanoi . Before reaching this distance, ther" ',las a possi­

bili ty that the aircraft '·10uld turn to another target city. Even though 

the people became accustomed to this method, .1:he interruptions by tile air " 

craft neverthelcss affected the", mcntally . 

Accordinc to Nuc;roho, "'J:ry ",;0 tb; ·),~; ho'. It. W"l1lJ.d be if every day~ 

50;-;\ ...... timC!~ n'i.np. or ten ti.mcG J YOH 11,"1.-:1 to run for sh(;lt~r \ol1.t.t"i OUt. l<no""in~' 

, ... hen "Lil~ ~ · ;:' \·I":j~1.L~~ be . :";o:nctimc::J in t.he Il1.orning J in the mids"t of your "fork . 

No~ ini'rcqu"n'ciy in the miudle of thc night lIhen you nrc sound asleep •• • " 

And Olle mu;;t run u:; fast nG poasible to tl'\e shcltcr for , of course, the 

rocketo or bombs have no cyco. . 

Thc policy of di:;perGion or sprcading out dccreases losses, both of 

goode and lives. Through this metho~, all cro",dcd arebS such as markcts , 

_.-
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are dis:llc!l"Ged thr'ouGbo~lt the city . All are diGper~ed, vi thc.rawn to the 

roadsidc3 out~ic.c the city ann covered with callVQ.~. So :!.lco wit.h pl;oplc: . 

Old PCOlllc and zchool children have been evacuated. Foreir;ncr" m:',y not '- . 

Hanoi readily . " Eve n ID<I family could not stay with me. " 

-
SusniciouG of ForeiGners 

During the wa.r J North Vietnam lm ::o very zusnl ~ 1 ",us of ::-&~t~ F 

instance , peonlc could nat. I:'r~. }: ,.,l i t h f oreigners , mOr00V0T" . tho r:" \·:!~n CO!"'1f.: 

from ot.her Co,,,,,uniGt c0\;nt. r ieG . All mu.::;t have a per.:lit . This dii'fer::; f:: 

the cu::.tom in D,iaknrt.u , ",'here , .£.or instance, a. forej cn emba::;sy " ... i ::;hinp; t.:. 

hold a party or reception is permitted to invite ~hom they pleaze . In 

Hanoi, no. 

~ 

Invitations fro~ a foreicn emb~Gsy must be fo~,a rde q ~~ N
o~th 

Vie~ese Departlr,ell't of ;,' ol"eign Affair~i!:l. ..... dyg.nGe . The Jlc.w,.ttment i nd 

catc G ,·,ho r:OrY. be invited . rrhe snoe is true if a Vietname se is to be ' em­

ployed, for instance , as local staff or officials or servan!s of the emb 

rhe North Vietnamese Fore i -en' Affair s Department also will a.ppoint candie 

for such work. "And, of course , we know who t hey appoint . It iQ a fact 

that they nre· not just ordinary -offuials or servants, " Nugroho said 

laughingly . 

With COu",unist China and Russla 

~nen questioned as to tbe actual r elations b etween the,CPR end .tl 

Sovlet Union, Nun;roho answer ed that , in general, North Vietnam could be 

to have a free a~ti tude . It 'laS indepeniient , not _s Iding wi til one 0:" th' 

other of the ul2.in bodies of ,,!orlif'" co:rlunism. But he feels t bat the oth 

side of "he coi n aCLually is that Hanoi wants to tak~ adva ntage of the 

Soviet ·conflict . Or , in other words , it wants to play both in orde r to 

contjnue to eet their aid . 

'" Nevertheless, it is clear that f:1Qr,t ilanci authorities are i.ncli: 

t m:"rd 1'\OCCQH rm:.her than tm·;o.rd Peking . 'l'his is the eeneral opinion [ 

oth";r ilnnoi diplo,~atG . A~r6.;,ng to Hugroho , be saw this personally ~, 

PekinG \/305 bu::;y l aunch inc the CuJ.tu,!'.?Llli!.Y.olution . Almost no Democrat: 

Republic 01' Victm".",. r.uthori ties supno!'ted i t ~ublicly . . They consider,,' 

Cultur:"l R"vo.1 utinn only as a "Chine,;e m"-t;te r and not as a Communist 

l em . 'l'he pe~ple of rianoi usually felt the same way . e 

It zhould be remembered that Vietnam was dominated bY China for 

than 1 , 000 years «nd after thut ",as often troubled by China up to the 

of tbe Chiang Kai-shek r egime . "They "'e re suspicious of the Chi.neee e 

throuGh both nations are COrrrDl!Di st now . " 

Nevertheless , it is clear that Hanoi cannot afford to take an , 

nistic or critical Q,t,t.itucle tCJvlD.rd Corr .. '-:-mnir,t Chino. because of' i 1'.0 (1r:n~ 

upooCIl1na now. This·dependence not only involves food-ana Jjc'Ct ·.)e,.. · 

--- --
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,ditch :tl"c GUPJ.)1:lcd llY l\~l\inc but l \1~nv'y \V\~:lJ'\HI:; which come from t.he: :';ovict 

Un10 n a.Kl other J':a~il:. i':Ul'LlpC::n. count..rlc~ . '1.'111' I~rcatcl' u.'t:!"1.. (ri ' 1.ft i :; :d.ll :nu.,;i,; 

come v i a COlluauni~l1.. ~hina ~in!,,;~_.~bt.L.l.l.Ql·t of H;rp~ canIlut rl!CCl.V(! .Lt. . 

Hore ThrLn Krushchcv ' ~ Russin 

Nugroho fur ther explained the.t up to the present , 'the North Vietnamese 

attitude has been a firmly doct,!'inni rc CC1!'lr11mi:-;t, ,,-t,t,i t.ude . Among other 

things, it is evident in the lmrdlinc forc i [;n policy -)eing carried out at the 

Paris Conference. The suspicious attitude tOl,ard foreigners i5 also proof. 

-
Based on his close - hand exper ience in North Vietnam, former Ambassador 

Nusroho defined the North Vietn=ese attit.uCi:p. as "more doctrinaire than 

Krushchev IS Ru s Giall 
-:: more inclined towo.:cd Sl.al in bul. not in the airection 

--
• n 

or~bo . It should be borne in min" tll:lt j~or"th Vip.tn:lm .;as one of LOe- fj rot '<..f. 

'iiationG to :lv-ree with and support t he Soviet action agai.nst. Czechodovakia '.t 1\ 
in AU f~G"t 1968 . 

. " 

~~~~~~
. 

• I 

Also this harsll.~t~de was evident. after the U.S . stopped ~ing Ie 

North Vietnam . Tney benefitted by continuins to ln1 'j ~ d their economic ,,~ ~ 

strenp;tn e.nd defenses for achieving "the ideal of 1-1inr:"inr> the 1Jar . Accord- (~ _ 

ingto Nugroho, it is hard to Deli eve that 'the end of the Vietnam War is in ~ <:. 

sight . . f 
Speaking to North VietnameRe relations with Indonesia, former 

Indonesian Am-oassador- Nugrono s"tat",a. that relations had not"-been close 

earlierj they were cold but not inimical . 
--

Finally, when asked what were t he prospects for concrete changes, 

Nugroho S . H. stated , ~I cannot predict b e cau se up t o the preserit, many 

world p r edic t i ons on the Vie tnam situation have prove n wrong ••• " 

6801i 
cso: , 3905-W 
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Toward Understanding and Learning from the Viet-Nam Experience 

1950 - 1971 

Although the Viet - Nam experience is not yet over, already the 

questions are being raised: What did it all mean? What, if anything, 

have we learned from it? Could we do it better if something like it 

happened again? People are sick and tired of "counterinsurgency," 

and yet it is most important that this traumatic experience not remain 

as an unsolved issue in our national experience, but rather something 

that we understand and can use to contribute to our national maturity 

and wisdom. 

Having been associated with the Viet-Nam problem at least since 

1956, I wil l attempt to present a sort of global overview as a possible 

contribution to such understanding. Deliberately this presentation will 

concentrate on the woods, not the trees. Its insights, such as they are, 

were derived over a period of years during which no diary of day-to-day 

events was kept -- indeed it would have been contrary to the rules to 

do so. I feel that it is useful, in view of my purpose, not to clutter 

up the narrative with minutely researched details and "proofs. " There 

have always been "facts" galore regarding Viet -Nam, and by judicious -­

or perhaps unscrupulous -- selection of facts one could always justify 

virtually any preconceived notion. What has been less easy to construct 

are perspectives and judgments, and these will be the focus of this 

paper. If long association with a problem has any value, it should be 

to enable the observer to form such judgments and develop such 



2 

perspectives, and from these arise understanding and a sense of 

lessons learned in the past which could make some contribution to 

the future. I think it is vitally important that our Viet-Nam 

experience be understood and digested, and not be relegated by time 

to our national subconscious as a mass of unresolved conflicts and 

anxieties. 

To tell a story in its broad outline, one must begin at the 

beginning. 

The Rationale of our Initial Involvement 

After World War II, the United States initially hastened to 

demobilize its armed forces and return to "normalcy . " The Russians 

did not. The Red Army imposed Communist rule directly or indirectly 

on the formerly independent nations of Eastern Europe, while some 

internal dislocations rendered such western states as Italy and 

France vulnerable to Communist expansionism. This expansionism was 

not a theoretical thing, an illusion invented by "cold warriors,1T 

but as real as tanks and guns and imposed dictatorship. 

Faced with this situation, the United States became reluctantly 

aware that it, alone among the democracies, was capable of mounting 

a vigorous resistance to the threat. Nations are motivated in their 

foreign policies by a combination of national interest and national 

ideals. It can be argued that both considerations required the United 

States, as a matter of virtual historical necessity, to construct a 
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policy of resistance to Communist expansion in the post-war era known 

as the Cold War. 

Our national purpose -- about which there was then virtually no 

dissent -- led to the Marshall Plan which enabled Western Europe to 

recover its traditional viability. The Truman Plan thwarted Communist 

expansion in Greece and Azerbaijan, and when the expanding totalitarian 

forces of the time made their most blatant aggression in Korea, we 

acted to thwart this move as well. There is today little debate about 

the wisdom and value of these American commitments of the past. For 

one thing they worked, and the commitments were liquidated successfully 

within a reasonably short time frame by the same leadership that made 

them. 

The important first thing to note about our Viet-Nam experience 

is that our initial involvement was done for the same purposes and 

contemporaneously with our other commitments noted above. From 1945-50, 

we had deplored and opposed the French attempt to reimpose colonial rule 

in Viet-Nam, and rightly so. In 1949 the Chinese Communists emerged 

supreme in China, and opened supply lines to the Communist-led independence 

movement in Viet-Nam. Our Viet-Nam involvement really began in 1950, 

when on balance we concluded that the necessity to resist Communist 

expansionism -- as elsewhere in the world -- outweighed in importance 

the also desirable objective of thwarting French colonialism, and the 

decision to intervene with material and financial assistance was 



*/ made._ This decision was encompassed with frustrations from the 

4 

outset because we knew our aid had to be funneled through the French 

regime, even though it was intended to help the non-Communist 

Vietnamese. Thus in 1954, when the French were defeated, Americans 

who were involved with Viet-Nam breathed a sigh of relief. Now we 

could pursue an integrated, positive and constructive policy of 

helping the South Vietnamese to defend themselves against Communist 

expansionism, without incidentally shoring up the bastions of French 

colonialism of which we disapproved. 

Original Miscalculations on Viet-Nam 

Whereas the recipients of our Marshall Plan assistance in \,estern 

Europe had inherently viable societies which could profit from and build 

upon our aid, such was sadly not the case in Viet-Nam. To be sure, there 

were authentic nationalist elements in the non-Communist ranks. Indeed 

many Vietnamese felt passionately that Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh had 

stolen the revolution and the independence movement from their rightful 

owners. Ho Chi Minh was not even in Viet-Nam between World War I and 

World War II, when the patriots of Yen Bay were dying on French guillo-

tines, and the sacrifices of the independence movement prior to the 

end of 1V0rld \,ar II were in fact made predominantly by non-Corrmunist 

Vietnamese nationalis ts. \VWhen Ho Chi Minh came to power - wi th U. S . and 

~/ The view has also been advanced that the sole reason for U.S. assistance in Viet-Nam in 1950 was to induce French cooperation in NATO. I assume that both considerations were involved. 
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Nationalist Chinese assistance -- in 1946, he first settled accounts 

with these nationalist groups by wholesale liquidation of their 

leaders, and captured the independence movement from those who had 

carried its banners and died for its cause in the years between the 

wars. 

Unfortunately, the non-Communist Vietnamese left behind in the 

wake of the French departure were far less viable than we thought 

them to be . There were a variety of religio-political sects such as 

the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao. There were political parties such as the 

VNQDD and Dai Viets, often splintered into a bewildering array of 

sub-groups. These parties -- quite apart from lack of unity between 

them -- were crippled from within. For one thing, they had lost their 

only platform when independence was achieved -- since they had had no 

program except to get rid of the French. For another, their tactics 

and organization had of necessity been clandestine, and they had no 

experience of overt political action. (These two characteristics of 

Vietnamese political parties survive like conditioned reflexes to this 

day. The instinctive "patriotic" reflex is to oppose whatever government 

is in power -- even though it is now a Vietnamese government, not French, 

and there also remains the striking absence of well-articulated positive 

programs or ideological content in the non-Communist Vietnamese political 

groupings.) 

Another inherent Vietnamese weakness was that the nationalist 

group included not only authentic Vietnamese patriots and independence 
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fighters, but also elements who had fully committed themselves to the 

French whether from conviction or from opportunism. These elements 

included the Saigon bourgeoisie, much of the officer class of the 

Vietnamese army, the absentee landlords, and the civil servants 

educated in French schools. Even when these people were decent, 

upright and reasonable individuals, they were tainted with the 

colonial association, and remain so to this day. 

In a word, then, the original American miscalculation was to 

assume that the non-Communist Vietnamese were more viable than in 

fact they were. For this reason primarily, our initiatives did not 

meet with the resounding success achieved so rapidly in Western Europe, 

and our commitments could not be liquidated within a reasonable time 

frame and by the same leaders who made the commitments. As time went 

by, a whole new generation was called upon to cash checks drawn by 

their predecessors for reasons clear at the outset but largely lost 

sight of in the passage of the years. 

A second fundamental miscalculation was to overestimate our 

American ability to influence the internal affairs of another country 

of which more later. 

The Nature of the Problem in Viet-Nam 

The basic problem confronting the U.S. (and the South Vietnamese) 

in 1954, as in 1971 for that matter, was the politico-administrative 

vacuum left behind in the wake of the French departure. In this 
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context, Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh were not the enemy, they were 

only the "competition. II The enemy was the vacuum, and the question 

was who would fill it. Insurgencies occur in vacuum situations. 

Where there is no vacuum, the insurgency does not arise, and where 

an insurgency does arise, it is overcome by filling the vacuum. 

On Ho Chi Minh's side there was a single nation-wide organization 

having continuity~ack to 1930, an abundance of trained cadre and an 

accepted doctrinal foundation. This powerful structure was backed 

by an experienced international movement operating from geographically 

contiguous bases. On "ourl! side in Viet-Nam, there was nothing but a 

collection of problems, people and good intentions backed by the power 

of the United States operating from half way around the world. In 

retrospect, one can wonder that we have done as well as we have, even 

admitting that we have made enormous and avoidable mistakes. 

I t is, I believe, easy to demonstrate the correctness of th,e 

insight that the politico-administrative vacuum has been the essential 

problem in Viet-Nam from the outset, and I interj ec t this demonstration 

here before continuing with the historical story of our Viet-Nam 

experience. In the southern delta area of Viet-Nam is An Giang Province. 

It is a rich area having a population of some half million. Its signi­

ficance is that An Giang has enjoyed non- Communist peape for years, 

precisely because the politico-administrative vacuum so typical of 

most of Viet-Nam after 1954 does not exist there. By historical 
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accident, this area is the seat of the Hoa Hao, a religio-political 

grouping which, like the Communists, has continuity, cadre and a 

doctrinal base. The Hoa Hao have preempted the area, established their 

own structure and, in a word, "filled the vacuum." All else flows from 

this. The Communists cannot organize an insurgency in An Giang. Their 

only option would be to overrun the province by conventional force -­

which is the type of threat that we and the Vietnamese can most readily 

cope with. An Giang is what "victory" looks like in South Viet-Nam, 

which I define as non-Communist peace, and the problem elsewhere in 

Viet-Nam has essentially been the general absence of the vacuum-filling 

factors -- political, administrative, doctrinal and economic -- which 

obtain in An Giang. 

To return to the main theme, President Ngo dinh Diem made the 

first attempt to fill the vacuum in South Viet-Nam. He attempted to 

do so in the same manner as the Communists, by creating a centralized 

structure from the top down. He promulgated a confusing doctrinal 

base known as " personalism" and began to train cadre and to establish 

an administrative structure, but he failed because the task he attempted 

could not be completed within the time frame available to him in the 

context of enemy opposition and his own political shortcomings. Cl early 

he made tactical errors, and so did his American advisors, but the 

central consideration was that the strategy of creating a nation from 

the top down and within a short span of years, starting without trained 
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cadre or accepted doctrine, was perhaps impossible, given the almost 

3D-year organizational heads tart of the enemy. In failing in the end 

and for a variety of reasons to organize a viable nation from the 

top down, Diem actually exacerbated the problem by further destroying 

the power of the traditional village authorities -- as the French had 

also done in their time -- and thus increasing the local vacuum before 

he had time to fill it from above. The Communists could have filled 

it, but Diem could not in the time span allowed by events. 

The American Role in Viet-Nam 

It how becomes necessary to interrupt our histo~ical recitation 

again to examine the U.S. role in Viet-Nam, since the later historical 

developments are necessarily influenced by actions taken or deferred 

on the U.S. side. This digression also provides an opportunity to 

develop some of the lessons which America should learn from the Viet-Nam 

experience. Thus we will have things to say about U.S. methodology in 

Viet-Nam, as well as about U.S. purposes and programs. Specifically, 

I will concentrate on some American failures and why they occurred -­

which is of course easier to do from hindsight, although many of the 

errors were knowingly committed even at the time. 

Obviously the U.S. could have done better in Viet - Nam, even if 

one admits the enormous inherent difficulties confronting us in trying 

to help convert a complex of people, problems and good intentions into 

a modern state capable of holding its own against an effective, 
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entrenched and powerful enemy. The master flaw in the U.S. approach 

to Viet-Nam was failure to take the problem seriously, or to make an 

adequate commitment to the solution of the problem at the outset, 

once the decision was made to become involved at all. This essential 

characteristic of our approach has manifested itself in many ways in 

Viet-Nam, as I will relate, but first must be itself analyzed. 

America came out of World War II with its traditional self­

confidence intact. We had again demonstrated that we were unbeatable. 

We had said: "Let there be airfields across Africa, and a road through 

Burma, and let Hitler ' s and :J1ojo"s armies be defeated" - and (with 

the help of our Allies) all these and many other things had come to 

pass. We then said, in effect, "let there be a viable non-Communist 

state in South Viet-Nam," and expected it to come to pass in short 

order, without carefully analyzing the problem in advance, and without 

making any long-term commitments toward its solution. A small or weak 

nation, conscious of its limitations, would have given highest priority 

to an objective analysis of reality in Viet-Nam before becoming involved. 

America failed adequately to do so because we did not regard the task 

as essential. In our confidence, we were more interested in the reality 

we could create rather than the reality that existed . Oliver Wendell 

Holmes said that, to understand something, one must be willing to sit 

down before the facts like a little child. This is hard for great 

powers to do. 
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Our first major shortcoming was our failure adequately to 

organize the structure of the U.S. effort. Prior to 1967 the U.S . 

operated in South Viet-Nam through a series of independent agencies, 

both civilian and military, each implementing its own programs and 

reporting more or less directly to Washington. This prevented us 

from bringing to bear even such expertise as we developed, and from 

properly structuring the application of our considerable resources 

and influence. Let me cite a single major example. Prior to 1965 

when U.S. forces were introduced into Viet-Nam in quantity, the 

greatest single American tactical failure lay in our failure to 

give adequate support and priority to Vietnamese territorial forces. 

North Viet-Nam had not elected to invade South Viet-Nam in a massive 

Korea-like operation. Instead its tactic was to attack the Government 

of Viet-Nam from within the country by means of local guerrilla action, 

sabotage and assassination. To counter such an attack, the key security 

elements available to the South Vietnamese were the territorial forces 

(and also the National Police). The territorial forces, who in recent 

years have been known as the Popular Forces and Regional Forces, were 

supported neither by the U.S. civilian agencies nor by the U.S. military. 

The civilian agencies implemented programs of economic and social 

betterment, and the U.S. military provided assistance to the regular 

Vietnamese army, while the territorial forces fell between the chairs. 

It was widely recognized by individual U. S. civilian and military 
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personnel that the territorial forces both inflicted and received 

more casualties than did the National Army, and that the essential 

war was taking place at the local l evels -- at province, district, 

vil lage and hamlet. While individuals recognized the problem, 

institutions did not, and there was no over-all guiding mechanism 

in the U.S. Mission which could direct the re-allocation of U. S. 

resources and translate individual insights into institutional 

programs. It is quite possible that if a U.S . organization had 

existed which could have thrown assistance behind the territorial 

forces, the later commitment of U. S. troops in quantity in 1965 might 

have been totally avoided. 

What should such U. S. organization have been? While there are 

perhaps several possible solutions, it is submitted that the most 

rational and soundest approach would have been to provide to the U.S . 

Ambassador a joint civilian-military staff which would have given 

him competence to assume complete command over all personnel and 

operations in Viet -Nam , including the day-to-day operation of the 

entire effort. Such a staff of experts, assigned to Viet - Nam for 

extended tours, could have absorbed and retained the insights 

individually available in Vie t-Nam and established continuous doctrine 

which could have guided not only U.S. efforts prior to 1965, but also 

the utilization of U.S. combat forces after 1965 (assuming for the 

moment that the U. S. buildup would have in fact taken place). 
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After 1965, when the decision was taken to introduce U.S. 

divisions into Viet-Nam, such units were s ent there without any 

precise guidance as to their modus operandi. They naturally tended 

to do the thing for which they had been trained, namely to look for 

and fight a conventional war. For a brief period the enemy obliged 

by staging set-piece battles which the U.S. forces won, but thereafte r 

the enemy reverted largely to guerrilla warfare while our forces, 

lacking the guidance which an appropriate U.S. joint staff could have 

provided, tended to continue to operate in a conventional manner. This 

implied the utilization of heavy firepower, whether in air strikes, 

r econnaissance by fire, harrassment and interdiction by fire, and other 

tactics which could only result in excessive damage to the civilian 

population of Viet-Nam. This has been a classic and tragic case where 

inappropriate means have largely obscured or sullied legitimate ends. 

Too many people today forget that there would be no war in Viet-Nam 

and no American soldiers there at all if nine men in the Politburo 

in North Viet-Nam were not determined to impose their will upon South 

Viet-Nam, Laos and Cambodia, and that it was entirely reasonable and 

consistent with our national ideals and national interest as conceived 

in the early 1950's that we should assist the South Vietnamese to 

preserve themselves. Our way of doing so, however, became so 

inappropriate to the ends desired that even the validity of the ends 

became obscured and called into question. It is submitted that this 
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error, which is primarily one of military tactics, could largely 

have been avoided had the United States properly organized itself for 

the conduct of this type of struggle. 

Examples of the master flaws in our approach to the Viet-Nam 

problem prior to 1967 are legion. Here are just a few. Virtually 

every civilian or military officer long exposed to Viet-Nam reached 

the clear conclusion that the one-year tour for military advisory 

personnel simply made no sense (particularly in the days when it was 

feasible to bring families to Saigon). Again and again military 

advisors would leave country just as they were beginning to understand 

the situation and become useful. Before 1965, many of them were 

obliged to leave against their will, despite their pleading to remain 

to do a job to which they had become committed emotionally as well as 

professionally. \~y? First, because the army wanted to expose as 

many officers as possible to the Viet-Nam experience, in the interests 

of a more experienced army. (I can remember one officer telling me 

that "the Russians must be green with envy. They have had no junior 

officers exposed to combat experience since World War II, while we're 

turning out thousands every year.") Second, the military officers in 

other non-Viet-Nam assignments knew that a Viet-Nam tour was essential 

to promotion and career advancement. They wanted their crack at 

Viet-Nam, too. Both of these concerns were human and understandable, 

but they had nothing to do with winning the struggle, if one in fact 
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took the strugg l e seriously. They guaranteed permanent amateurism 

in a situation that demanded immense sophistication. Already in the 

early '60's it was a coxmnon observation in Viet-Nam that "we don't 

have 10 years experience here, but one year 10 times over." 

On the civilian side, particularly after the buildup in late 

1964, there "as great pressure to "get people out to Viet-Nam." The 

military were building up, and the civilians would have to build up 

too, "if they wanted to stay in the ball game ." Old Viet -Nam hands 

would protest, then as now, "what we need out here in quality, not 

quantity," but to no avail. No t until 1967 was any serious attempt 

made to train U.S. "advisors" in the skills, including language, 

needed t o make them useful in the particular situation of Vi e t-Nam. 

Again, our use of "leverage" was allowed to be ineffective . 

Let me offer one illustration of this point. In 1964 the Viet Cong 

t ook temporary control of a pro-Government vi llage in Tay Ninh 

Province, and announced to the world that they would stay there for 

48 hours. The Government of Viet-Nam (GVN) had to react or lose 

face. Accordingly, an ARVN battalion was despatched to the scene 

and approached to within 600 yards of the village complex, beyond 

which the ARVN Major in command refused to move. His American 

advisor, Captain Cunningham, went forward with his sergeant and 

encountered only light enemy fire. He advised his counterpart 

that the village could easily be enveloped and taken by infantry 
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tactics, with minimum damage to the friendly population. The ARVN 

officer refused, insisting that aircraft be called in to bomb the 

village. This was done. Of course the Viet Cong had already 

withdrawn, l eaving behind only a small rear guard. Onl y some five 

Viet Cong were killed in the bombardment, but more than 30 villagers-­

men, women and children. Captain Cunningham, with whom I talked the 

next morning, was livid with anger, and said that the only way the 

GVN could reclaim the loyalty of that village would be to discipline 

the ARVN commander for cowardice on the spot. I discussed the case 

with a senior U. S. General in MACV who stated he would try to get 

disciplinary action taken by the ARVN Divisional Commander . In fact, 

the ARVN Major was merely transferred -- and to a better assignment. 

Shortly thereafter, Captain Cunningham was killed in action. 

In this situation the U.S. military had no leverage to exert 

on the ARVN military structure, but under a unified U.S. command 

structure, leverage could have been easily applied by another U.S. 

agency. For example, if the GVN had been told that imports of 

certain U.S. -funded commodities would be held up until appropriate 

action was taken, such action would have been taken. 

Still another fundamental error -- and hopefully lesson 

learned -- was in t he concept of the "blank check ." The U.S. gave 

to the Vietnamese unconditional guarantees of support and virtually 

open-ended resources without in fact tying such aid to adequate 
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Vietnamese performance. This policy deprived us and our Vietnamese 

allies of the most important single element of victory -- the South 

Vietnamese instinct of self-preservation. 

Again, it was proven repeatedly in Viet - Nam that a program 

would work only if there were Vietnamese on hand willing and able to 

carry it out. But this self-evident fact -- which implied training, 

and enough time to form adequate cadre where they did not exist was 

seldom faced squarely. Instead we ,,,ould draw up plans and turn on the 

resources -- and then wonder why the program failed . I recall the 

British Ambassador remarking in 1963 that the Strategic Hamlet program 

would fail if only because there were not sufficient trained cadre of 

adequate quality to carry it out. He was right. 

The list could be multiplied at length. The essential point is 

that when things were not going right and virtually everyone at the 

operating levels knew it, and usually could identify the reason, 

corrective action would not be taken because of a lack of commitment 

to the problem, made possible by the underlying psychology that we 

were a big power and "would win anyway," and by our failure to 

organize ourselves properly for the task. IS took tr~gic years to 

correct these shortcomings, and indeed some consequences remain to 

this day. As only one example, U.S. personnel are still shifted 

around during their tour in Viet - Nam "in order to give them command 

time" or to otherwise suit their career advantage, often to the 

detriment of the job that needs to be done. 



18 

The Turning Points of the War 

In 1967-68, what had been in the over-all a losing struggle 

became a winning one, although this conclusion is not as widely 

recognized in the United States as in Viet-Nam, and indeed will not 

be proven to be valid until the final result is achieved -- or not 

achieved. Certain landmarks of the 1967-68 reversal are clearly 

discernible. In April 1967, the U,S, finally took steps to address 

its organizational problem in Viet-Nam with the formation of CORDS, 

which was at least a second-best solution, and far better than none. 

The initials stand for Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development 

Support, and the organization was created by joining civilian and 

military personnel and organizations into a single group charged 

with meeting the needs of the situation in the area of "pacification." 

This perhaps ill-chosen word refers to that complex process by which 

the Vietnamese, with U.S, support, could fill the political, adminis­

trative, economic and security vacuums that existed in the Vietnamese 

countryside and which explained the country's weakness in the face of 

the enemy's threat. CORDS, headed by Ambassador Robert W, Komer, was 

placed under the command of the Commanding General, Military Assistance 

Command Viet-Nam. Through it, the U,S, finally achieved the advantages 

of a joint staff although not at the level of the total U,S, Mission, 

but at least within the framework of the U,S, military. Through CORDS, 

a union was possible of accumulated civilian experience in Viet-Nam 
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and military resources and discipline. CORDS is to be credited with 

two achievements of major significance. The first was the recognition, 

albeit many years too late, that territorial security was the dominant 

prerequisite to the success of all other political, economic and social 

programs, and that to achieve such territorial security, support must 

be given to the Vietnamese territorial forces. This change in thrust 

of U.S. programs was fought for and won by CORDS led by Ambassador 

Komer. The results in terms of improved security in the countryside 

in Viet-Nam have been dramatic. Secondly, CORDS greatly assisted the 

Government of Viet-Nam through Central Pacification and Development 

Councils at each echelon of the government to bring improved management 

and discipline into the Vietnamese effort. Thus, it is realistic to 

say that the formation of CORDS provided one of the key turning points 

in the direction of the struggle in Viet-Nam. 

A second factor of great importance involved the Viet Cong Tet 

attacks in 1968. These dramatic attacks, which had an outstanding 

political impact in the United States favorable to the enemy's cause, 

proved to be a disaster for the enemy in Viet-Nam. For one thing, 

they were launched during a period held sacred by ancient Vietnamese 

traditions, which caused the aggressors to lose the moral support of 

masses of the Vietnamese population. The population did not rise up 

to support the Viet Congo The enemy exposed and lost the flower of 

his junior and middle level leadership, and the Tet attacks also 
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brought the war home to the non-committed urban populations and made 

it politically possible for the Government of Viet-Nam to institute 

national mobilization as a result. In surviving the Tet onslaughts, 

the GVN gained confidence in itself and emerged stronger from the 

confrontation, just as the enemy's power declined drastically from 

that time forward. 

Finally, the decision of President Johnson to withdraw from the 

political arena signaled to the Vietnamese in terms they could under­

stand the end of the fatal American pOlicy of the "blank check." They 

r ealized that the United States would come under some new leadership 

and that the policy of guaranteed survival was at an end. The 

Vietnamese Government leaders noted -- and were informed by their 

American counterparts -- that an irreversible change of political 

direction was taking place in the United States and that, in a matter 

of time, South Viet-Nam would have to stand alone. The U.S. withdrawal 

policy which began with the decision of President Johnson not to run 

for the U.S. presidency has had notably salutary effects in Viet-Nam. 

Not only has it tended to re-stimulate the dormant Vietnamese instinct 

for self-preservation and latent Vietnamese pride, but also it has 

provided for a net increase in local security. On~ example of this 

latter phenomenon might be in point. The U.S. Ninth Division formerly 

had a major base at Dong Tam in the Delta area southwest of Saigon. 

Physically touching the wire perimeter around that base was located 
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the hamlet of Vinh Kim. In October 1969, I talked with a Vietnamese 

girl who had recently visited that hamlet and spoken openly with the 

Viet Cong cadre who were running the hamlet under the very shadow of 

U.S. guns. The explanation was simple. In a U.S. area of responsibility, 

the Government of Viet-Nam apparatus was largely dismantled. U.S. fire­

power totally prevented overt military activity by the enemy, but offered 

little hindrance to political organization since U.S. personnel could not 

speak Vietnamese and had only a very limited awareness of what was going 

on around them. In such a situation, the withdrawal of U.S. forces, 

returning the area to Vietnamese control, made it no longer possible 

for the enemy to conduct overt political organization among the people. 

The presence of U.S . forces in this instance effectively prevented the 

Government of Viet - Nam from filling the local politico-administrative 

vacuum, which we have seen is the essential key to ultimate success in 

the struggle . Today, with U.S. forces gone from the area, the Viet Cong 

eAtinot control Vinh Kim openly, if indeed they control it at all. 

Vietnamese Efforts to Fill the Vacuum 

Following the shift of priority to support of territorial forces, 

the GVN instituted a series of programs which were, at long last, 

directed at the real problem. In April 1969, President Thieu promulgated 

Decree 45 by which administrative power was officially restored to the 

villages, and village officials began to be trained in sizable numbers. 

A police presence began to be extended down to the lowest levels of 
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the population. A political decision was taken to arm the local 

citizenry in large numbers for their own defense. Steps were taken 

to resume the momentum of land reform. Not only village officials 

but provincial councils were elected and given increasing powers --

a process which should soon be extended to Province Chiefs themselves. 

Greater emphasis was placed on trying to uproot and destroy the Viet 

Cong infrastructure. 

In the urban areas, some progress was made in improving 

administrative services -- an aspect too often neglected as being 

unimportant when in fact it is of great political importance in the 

vacuum-filling process, and usually more relevant than firepower. 

All these programs must be improved, but the essential thing is 

that the problem has been increasingly recognized since 1967-68, even 

if not always addressed adequately. If the Vietnamese, in fact, 

continue to fill their local vacuums from the bottom upward, a process 

to be complemented by better performance at the top and from the 

central level downward, it follows that South Viet-Nam will become a 

viable state not subject to destruction by internal insurgencies. If 

not, it will fall. The improvement in Vietnamese internal viability 

and development must be accompanied by a "letting go" on the U.S. side. 

The Vietnamese may sink, but they must be allowed to swim in any 

case. The U.S. withdrawal process is good not only for us but for 

them, and it should go forward somewhat faster than as carried out 

heretofore. 
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Additional Lessons Learned 

Regarding U.S. personnel staffing of any future counterinsurgency 

operations, we must next time give more than mere lip service to the 

principle that quality is far more important than quantity. Instead 

of, in effect, bribing large numbers of Americans to go to such 

countries by special pay inducements and by relaxation of qualifications 

criteria, the reverse should be done. It should be made policy that only 

the "first team" would be allowed to go, in small numbers and on a 

volunteer basis. This is not unrealistic. Prior to 1965 in Viet-Nam 

the entire civilian and military advisory staffs could have been filled 

by ardent volunteers. The best people want to be where the action is, 

particularly if honor, prestige and ultimate career advantage are 

attached to the assignment. It is dismal psychology to present the 

case as one in which no one would wish to become involved unless bribed 

to do so. It would be sounder, and in the long run more effective, to 

appeal to pride rather than cupidity in the recruitment process. 

Again, training and standards must be insisted on and maintained. 

This applies to U.S. advisory personnel, and equally to local officials. 

In Viet-Nam we poured in resources despite obvious evidence that the 

Vietnamese civil servants were not qualified to administer them. As 

a French observer put it, nil faut former les esprits d'avance." 

Basic reform of the Vietnamese civil service in the 1950's would have 

been more effective in attaining our objectives in Viet-Nam than many 

divisions of U.S. combat troops. Programs succeeded in Viet-Nam 
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where the Vietnamese staff was competent and failed where it was 

not. 

Conclusions 

Next time, may America ( 1) make a more professional and detached 

assessment of a local situation before becoming involved; (2) never 

attempt to substitute its will for the lack of will of another, or 

provide more assistance than the recipient is realistically capable 

of absorbing; (3) if involved, place our faith more in skill than in 

wealth or power; (4) assure that means are kept consistent with the 

ends desired; and (5) conduct the U.S. effort through a centralized 

command situation in which political factors are kept predominant. 

o. l~illiams 

May 1, 1971 


