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OPTIMIS
Mr, McGEE, Q‘FME%HM

Robert G. Kaiser, of the Washington
Post Foreign Service, writes that, despite
the many reasons why optimism in Viet-
nam is considered a risky business, there
is & new optimism among American offi-
cials on the scene. In g series which began
in the pages of the Post on Wednesday,
Mr. Kaiser details some examples for this
new era of optimism which has, he re-
ports, led many to believe that the Viet-
cong’s revolution in South Vietnam has,
in fact, been defeated.

To say that is not to say that the war
is over, or that the forces infiltrated from
North . Vietnam are not capable of
launching offensives and prolonging the
war. It is to say that in the past 21 months
the structure of the Vietcong has been
eroded while the governtnent in Saizon
has gained substantial strength, It takes
into consideration the fact that for more
than a year, now, the Vietecong have not
made a major effort to challenge the pac-
ification program in the Mekong Delta—
tha{ region which many people weil ac-
gllainted with the situation in Vietnam
consider essential. Kaiser wrote that he
recently spent 7 days in the delta “walk-
ing and drlving unarmed through areas

that an American would not have en-
tered without a company of soldiers when
Presidents Thieu and Nixon met last
June at Midway.”

Mr. Precident, I believe that Mr. Kai-
ser's report bears repeating dnd that it
should be weighed carefully by those who
are concerned with the progress of the
battle in Vietnam.

I ask unanimous consent that the first
installment of Mr. Kaiser's series on ““The
New Optimists’ be printed in the RECORD.

There being no objection, the article
was ordered to be printed in the REcORD,
as follows:

[Frem the Washington Post, Oct. 28, 1869]
" ManNY FEEL VC CAN'T RECOVER
{By Robert G. Ealser)

APBEAC, SOUTH VIETNAM.—Just when anhti=
war pressure in the United States seems to
be escalating sharply, many American offi-
clals here are contemplating the tantallzing
possibility that the Vietcong's revolution in
Soutb Vietham has been defeated.

Optimism in Vietham s a discredited
philosophy, and {ts adherents must accept
the statuis of discredited philosophers: One
is allowed 1o helicve et the esrth is flat,
but please. EKe¢p 1t W yoursell. Hardly any
American official here cuiside the military
establishment will allow himself to be quoted
by name as one of the new optimists, though
a large number of them subscribe secretly to
the faith.

Virtually ail these officials have learned
to qualify every optimistic judgment with
some variation of the standard post-Tet
offensive caveat: “Of course, the Vietcong
ecould still surprise us . .."” But many dispense
the caveat insincerely, as though it were a
kind of intellectual consclence money.

The new optimism has infected much of
the Americab mission here, and it 18 un-
doubtedly reflected in the official reports from
Vietnam now reaching Washlngton,

The “fact sheet” on Vietnam lIssued last
week by the White House shows signs of the
new mood among U.S. oficials 1n Vietnam.

The basls of the optlmism 1s the apparent
situation ih the countryside, especially In
the Mekong Delta, where a third of South
Vietnam's 17.3 million people live, The coun-
tryside 18 more fully “pacified” than at any
time since the big-unit war began in 1965.

FRoeds and waterways that have been im-
passable for vears have begun to buzz with
commerce during the last six fnonths. Vil-
lages long considered part of the “Vietcong
soclety,” sometimes for a generation, are now
cleariy within Saigon’'s Influence and seem to
be thriving on the new relationship.

Hundreds of thousands of citizens have
demonstrated some fatth in (if not affection
for} the Saigon government by moving back
to their old hamlets, jolning the People's
Self-Defense Force and participating in gov-
ernment-sponsored local elections.

The new optimists make a good deal of this
apparent progress, but they are not talking
sbout “winning the war.” They are optimistic
about the prospects of controlling the coun-
tryeide and eliminating the military and
political influence of local Vietcong. But this
would not necessarily afect the North Viet-
numese itroops sUiM o in 3outh Vietnam-—-still
capable of lnunching «Tensives and pro-
lenging the war peithaps iodehinitely, even
if forced to rlay close o their Cambodian
and Lactliall sanctuaries.

INSECURE AREAS

Nor do the new optimists speak with equal
et huoasm g&hout &1 of Soutn Vietnam, Sev-
eral Lorthern provinee: Are Btill heavily
nfested with Viewcong; all the northern
provinces and those along the western edge
of the country—mnext to Laos and Cam-
bodia—are subject to incursions by the North
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Viethamese that could mean Insecurity Iin
those areas Tor years, :

But the Meckong Delta is the country's
wealthlest and most populous area, and it
was the home of the Viet-minh and Vietoong
movements in the Bouth, It 1s often sald
that whoever can control the plush and pro-
ductive Delta will eventually prevail.

This corerspondent recently spent seven
daye In the Delta on two separate trips, walk-
ing and driving unarmed through areas that
an American would not have entered with-
out a company of soldlers when Fresidents
Thieu and Nizon met last June at Midway.

On such e trip one s repeatedly nudged
and told: “VC came out of the tree-line over
there and ambushed an RF [Reglonal
Force] compeny last spring”—'Thils is
where the [American] province senicr adviser
was killed”—"three months ago we would
have been called crazy even to think about
driving om this rcad”—*“You're on
land that the government in Balgon never
controlled until thig summer.”

GAINS ARE MYSTERIOUB

The rampant optimism Is restrained by the
mystery of why the past year's progress In
pacification was so easily achieved. The Viet-
cong have made no major effort to challenge

~ pacification in the Delta for more than & year.
Government forces have moved Into hun-
dreds of supposedly Vietcong-controlled vil-
lages without, In many cases, even being shot
&t, South Vietnamese officials have often
been able to go into these areas, organize
government programs and run local elections
wlthout the slightest harassment.

Have the Vietcong decided not to contest
the pacificatlon program? Or are they too
weak to cope with It? Both theorles have
adherents smong American and South Viet-
namese officiala here, though the second is
much more popular,

But even those who belleve the Natlonal
Liberation Front has ignored pacification for
the time heing seem to doubt that an all-
out Vietcong effort would now do as much
damage as, for instance, last year's Tet
offenclve.

BAIGON'S GROWING STRENGTH

- They reason that during those devastating
attacks and In the 21 months since the Viet-
cong structure has eroded substantially while
the Balgon's government’s military power in
the countryside has grown steadily. South
Vietnam has about 100,000 more troops than
it had at the time of the Tet attacks.

The boldest of the new optlmists are those
who contend that the Vietcong are too fecble
t0 make & comeback in the Mekong” Delta.
But there are a great many officials talking
that way, including some of the best-known
hands In Vietnam ornce known for their eriti-
olem and pessimism. Though they are op-
timists now, they are talking only off the
record. .

“Villages we thought were controlled by a
company of VC turned out to have only one
or two armed guerrillgs” one of these veter-
ans sald recently,

VIETCONG INSTRUCTIONS

Another hand, who has been studying the
Vietcong/{or four years, points to captured
documents containing instructions to locel
Vietcong .to assassinate Aixed quotas of lm-
portant South Vietnamese “officials in the
countryside, Despite these instructions, the
-government has lost very few important of-
ficlals.

Other officiels point to the reports of pris-
oners and defectors from the Vietcong who
say that the enemy’s once remarkable or-
gantzation—the layers of associatlons and
committees built on a tight bese of cells—
no longer exists in many parts of South
Vietnam, In other areas the organization
seems to be a parody of fts former self. In
one village in Binhtuong Province, the party
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secrotary—an Important figure—turned out
to be a 16-year-old boy.

The geal of the revolution also seems dis-
sipated, the new optlmist say. “When we
fought the French," a 55-year-old Vietcong
colonel who rallled to the government told-
an American officlat, “ithe people supparted-
us, they loved ue. But these young new cadre
don't know how to win the people’s sup-
port . . ."

- PELTA’S ABSUMPTION .

All over the Delta one hears that “time
s now on our side.” It 1s widely assumed
that each week the Vietcong get weaker and
the government presencee heomes stronger,

The fact that American patience wtih the
war could run out before the South Viet-
namese are ready to stand alone causes bit-_
terness here, "I wish I could show Sen. Mc~
Govern around this provinee,” s Forelgn
Service officlal who has been working on an
important pacification job sald recsntly.
“How could he want us to give up now?*

Men like this one (Including senjor mem-
bers of the American mission In Saigon)
who have coped with fallure and frustration
in Vietnam are now exhilarated by the ap-
parent success. Efforts in the United States
to ingore or to sabotage that progress anger
many American officials here, '

“It's good to be back where some construc-
tve work ls belng done,” one genior diplomat
sald recently after & discouraging trip to
America.

The frults of that work—he they rela-
tively permanent or Just temporary—are vis-
ible all over South Vietnam. There have
always been models of successful pacifica-
tion, but in the old days those were matched
by models of pacification's complete failure.
Now that second category ls rare indeed,

APBAC'S EXAMPLE

This hamlet of Apbac In Longan Provinge
is a good example of the new model. When
one flles over Apbac at 1,000 .feet the tall
bulldings of Saigon are clearly visible rising
out of the rice paddies 20 miles off. Longan
Province 18 at the very top of the Delta, but
its proxtmity to Saigon never had much In-
fluence on its politics, The area around Ap-
bac has been home for the Vietminh and
Vietcong for yeare. .

In 1963 Apbac became famous as the slte
of a disastrous battle for the South Viet-
namese army. Five American helicopters were
Ehot down In that fight, and people in the
United States began asking what was golng
on In Vietnam,

In 1885 the hamlet fell completely under
Vietcong control. Many of its residents fled
to nearby towms or government-controlled
areas to avold the war, the rigors of life
under the Vietcong or both., .

ENTERED IN JULY

Government forces entsred Apbac thls
July, Then 600 people lived In thie dirty,
dilapidated little town or right around it
They were served by four small shops and
an old Buddhist pagoda that sits atop the
highest hill In Longan Province, a 35-foot
mound of Paddy mud,

Popular Force platoons built outposts In
the area and by force or default, established
security in the area. Revolutlonary Devel-
opment cadre, the black-pajama shock
troops ©of pecification, moved In to begih
cheerleading the pacification of Apbac.

The RD ecadre aré masters of the showy
glmmick; They paint South Viethamese
flags beside the front door of every house,-
Put up flagpoles 50 every family can fly the
government flag, bulld fences and make mi-
nor repalrs, They also often reopen schools,
85 they did here.

The Vietcong had destroyed the hamlet's
13-room schoolhouse and used its brick and -
concrete walls to reinforce their bunkers, so
there had been no school In Apbac for four
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years, When the new government officlals
announced last summer that they would
opan & temporary school, they esxpected
about 200 children to turn out, but 523 sams
the firet day from as far as two miles away,
Now & visltor sees young students repeat-
ing their lesgons in uhleon and seratohing out
thelr arithmetio problems in pen and ink, as
the French taught them. Beocause there had
been no school for four years, students 8 to
13 years old are all in the same class, . :
The large school turnout reflacted the tn-
flux of former residents of Apbac that began
soon after the government took it over. N
at least 1200 people are living hers, ~
At last count there were 18 shops and the
government is consiructing ! ¥
bulltings. (Damage from the 1063 battle had
never been repalred.) e
In the firet month after government. forces
entered Apbac and the surrounding villages,
108 Vietoong or thelr sympathizers rallied to
the government. Mot of them were unip-
portant, but one was the ol Vistcong hamiet
chief. Another 54 suspected Vietoong were
arrested. e
According to the toothless old monkin the
pagoda, Thien Loi, all the Vietcong officials In
the arep have been killed, arrested, have ral-

lled, to the government or have “gofie swny.” -

Thien Lol, who has lived there for 81 years, -
told an American visitor he coss not expect
the VC ever to return.

VO LACKA MUSCLE o

Apparently the Vietcong ocontrollsd Aphac
with Just & few cadre end guerrillas,. =&

“But they used to have the musols on
hand to back them up, if they needed back-
ing up,” according to Maj. Carl ¥ , Ehé
enthualastic American district adviser in the
area. “Now they dom‘t have the muscle.

The Vietcong have made no effort to re-
enter -Apbac. or t0 harasa the goverument
officials who have besn here since -July.

There 18 no evidence -that the people of
Apbac have become, overnight, devoted fol-
lowers of Presldent Thieu and hia govern-
ment. But the evidence is plentitul thai they
are happler with their lot now than they were
as recently as the day, three mohthy ago,
that Netl Armstrohg stepped on the moon.

The war is not over in Apbac. North Viet-
namess soldlers are hiding, In groups of aix
to a dozen, In Longan Provines and there are”
st1l] oceasional incidents nearby. But the new
optimists in this part of Vietnam cannot
8se how the Vieteong can regaln the domi-
nant position they onoe held.




