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OPTIMIS14 iYfPIP'~ 
Mr. McGEE. Mr. ~lAnl ~etrter 

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 a new optimism among American ofli­
cials on the scene. In a 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 reyolution 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 sttucture of the Vietcong has been 
eroded while the govelnment in Sai~on 
has gained sub::;tantial strength, It takes 
into consideration the fact that for more 
than a year, now, the Vietcong have not 
made a major effort to challenge the pac­
ification program in the Mekong Delta~ 
that region which ma.ny people well a{'­
Qaairj~ed with the situation in Vlctnam 
coruider essential. Kaiser wrote that he 
recently spent 7 days in the delta "walk­
ing and dt1Ying 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, President, I believe that Mr. Kai­
ser's report bears repeating and 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 pt1nted in the RECORD, 
as follows: 
[From the Washington Post, Oct, 29, 1969] 

MANY FEEL VC CAN'T RECOVER 

(By Robert 0, Kaiser) 
APBAC, SoUTH VIE'I'NAM.-Just when anti, 

war pressure 1n the United States seems to 
be escalating sharply, many American offi­
cials here are conte-mp1.atlng the tantalizing 
po~lbility that the Vietc.ong's rerolution in 
SOl.tb Vletnam hR!' been defeated. 

Opttmism in Vietnam is a discredited 
ph'lo.sophy, and its adherents must accept 
the st~tus of dl'<cTPdn-ed philosophers: One 
is aJj()wf'd tc' '»[' ,·,',to that the e:,rth is fiat, 
but. p:ea.se, li:pep It to y()un.elf. H".rdly any 
American offic:ial I-Iere outside the military 
est,abllshment ";I;ill a!!:Jw himself to be quoted 
by name as one o! the new optimists, though 
a ·large number of tln'm subscribe secretly to 
the faith, 

Virtually all these officials have Jearned 
to qualify every optimistic Judgment with 
some variation of the standard post-Tet 
offensive caveat: "Of course, the Vietcong 
could still surprise us , .. " But many dispense 
the caveat tnsincerely, as though 1t were a 
kind ot intellectual conscience money. 

The new opti.m1sm bas infected much of 
the American mission here, and it 18 un­
doubtedly reflected in the offic1al reports from 
Vietnam. now reaching washington. 

The "ta.ct sheet.. on Vietnam lssued last 
week. by the White House shows signa of the 
new mood among U.8, officials in Vietnam.. 

Tbe basts of the optlmlsm is the a.pparent 
situation 1n the countryside. especia.lly in 
the Mekong Delta, where & third of South 
Vietnam's 17.3 million people live. The coun­
tryside is more fully "pacified" than at any 
time since the big· unit war began in 1965, 

Roads and waterwavs that have been 1m· 
passable f(,r years ha;e begun to buzz with 
commerce during the last six months, Vll­
:ages long cOIlsidered part of the "Vietcong 
society," sometimes for a generation, are now 
clearly within Saigon's influence and seem to 
be thriving on the new relationship. 

Hundreds of thousands of citizens have 
demonstrated some faith in (if not affectlon 
for) the Saigon government by moving back 
to their old hamlets, joining 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 
about "Winning the war," They are optimistic 
about the prospects of contro1l1ng the coun­
tryside and elimInating the m1Utary and 
political influence of local Vietoong. But this 
WO~11d not neCBS".1J"!ly affect the North Viet­
nan1f:"~t tr,_,ops s:,1( in South Vietnam-still 
cap8ble of l:HllldlLn~ L.:1fnsiYes and pro­
lUllgU,g the w,~r pell,.,p· iude-f,nite-Iy, even 
if fo;cf'd 10 Hay ('lose t.o their Cambodian 
and L:-wtJali salH.'tlH;']"les 

I1'>SFL l'P.E AREAS 
Nor do the new optimists speak WIth equal 

Pll;:-_\"'j"rr, h:)out fll: of Soutn Viet.nam, Se\,­
era.l r..,,::-trjpnl ;g'~,,·:rlce3 a!'e still heayUy 
1::!e5kd wI1h Viec,congi all the northern 
prOYillCes and those along the western edge 
of the country-next to Laoo and Cam­
bodia-are subject to incursions by the North 
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Vl.etname8e that could mean insecurity 1n 
those areas for years. 

But the Mekong Delta Ja the oountry"B 
wealthiest and. most populoue area, and tt 
was the home of the Vtet-mlDh and V1etooI:lg 
movements in the South. It Is often aaId 
tha.t whoever can control the plush and pr0-
ductive Delta W1ll eventually preva.1l. 

Th1& corerspondent recently spent seven 
days in the Delta on two separate trips. walk~ 
lng and driving unarmed. through areas that 
an American would not have entered. with­
out a company of soldiers when Presidents 
Thieu and Nixon met last June at Mldway. 

On such a trip one Is repeatedly nudged 
and told: "vc came out of the tree-Une over 
there and ambUshed an RF' [Reglonal 
Force] company last spring,"-''Tll1B :Is 
where the [American] province sentor adviser 
was klUed."-"three months ago we would 
have been called crazy even to think about 
drtv1.ng em. this road"-''You're waik.tng on 
land that the government in SaJ.gon never 
controlled. untU th1a summer," 

G4INS AU MYSTERIOUS 

The rampant optimism IB restrJllned by the 
mystery of why the past year's progre$8 in 
pacUlcat10n was 80 sasHy achieVed. The Viet­
cong have made no major e1!'ort to challenge 

" pa.c1flca.t1.on tn the Delta. for more th&n a. year. 
Government forces have moved. into hun­
dreds of SUpposedly Vietcong-controlled Vil_ 
lages Without, in many oases, even being shot 
at. South V1etnamese oftlclaJs have often 
been able to go into these areas, organt2;e 
government programs and run local elections 
without the slightest harassment. 

Have the Vietcong decided not to contest 
the pacification program? Or are they too 
weak. to cope with it? Both theories have 
adherents among American and South VIet­
namese ofIlclals here. though the eeeond Is 
much more popular. 

But even those who believe the National 
Liberation Front has Ignored pacification for 
the time being seem. to doubt that an all­
out Vietcong effort would now do as much 
idamage &8, for instance, last year's Tet 
offensive. 

SAIGON'S GROWING STRENGTH 

They reason that during those devastating 
attacks and in the 21 months since the Viet­
cong structure has eroded substantially whlle 
the Saigon'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 optimists are those 
who contend that the Vietcong are too feeble 
to make a comeback in the Mekong' Delta. 
But there a.re a great many officials taJk1ng 
that way, inclUding some of the best-known 
hands In Vietnam once known for their criti­
Cism and pessimism. Though they are op­
timists now, th'ey are talking only off the 
record. 

"Vlllages we thought were controlled by a 
company of VO turned out to have only one 
or two armed guerr1ll1J.S" one of these veter­
ans said recently. 

VIETCONG INSTRUCTIONS 

Another/hand, who h88 been studying the 
VIetoongl'lor four years, points to captUl'ed 
documents containing instructions to local 
Vietcong to assassinate flxed quotas of 1m. 
portant South Vietnamese -otlicials In the 
countrYSide. Despite these Instructions. the 
~overnment has lost very few important of­
ficials. 

Other officials point to the reports of pris­
oners and defectors from the Vietcong who 
say that the enemy's once remarkable or­
ganization-the layers of assoeratlons and 
committees built on a tight base of cells­
no longer eXists In many parts Of South 
Vletnrun. In other areas the organization 
seems to be a parody of 11is former self. In 
one village In Dinhtuong Province. the party 

~-&11 _t l\gur&-turned out 
to be .. 16-year-old. boy. 

The zeal at the revaluilon &lao eeems cUa-
81pa.ted, the DeW opt.IJ:Jdst __ yo "Wlu!a:l we 
fought the Prenoh," a D6-year-0i4 VJ.etoo:Dtr 
colonel who raJ11ed 110 tbe govenunea.t told 
an Amert.can 0IIlcIa.l. ""the ])eq)le supported. 
us. they loved us. But these young new cadre 
don't ~ how to win the people's sup--, ... 

DELTA'S AS81Jl4PTION 

All over the Delta. one hears that "t1me 
Is now on our BIde." It Is widely assumed. 
tha:t each week the Vletoong get weaker and 
the government presenoee boomes stronger. 

The fact that Amertca.n patience wt1h the 
war COUld run out before the South Vlet­
namese are ready to ata.n.d alone cauaea bit­
terness here. ·'1 wts.h I could show Sen. Me-­
Govern around this province," a Foreign 
Service omotaJ. who has been work.1ng OIl an 
Im:port&nt pa.c1ftoa.t1on' Job ea.1d recently. 
"How could he want us, to give up now?" 

Men like this one (including senior mem­
bers ot the America.n mission in SeJgon) 
who have coped with fa.Jlure and frustration 
In Vietnam are now exhilarated by the ap­
parent SUece6S. Eft'orts In the United. States 
to ingore or to sa.bota.ge that progress anger 
many American Officials here. ' 

"It's good. to be back where some construc­
tive work Is beIng done." one sentor diplomat 
said recently after a discouraging trip to 
America. 

The fruits of that work-be they rela­
tively permanent or Just temporary-are vis­
Ible all over South Vietnam. There have 
always been models of successful paclflca­
tIon, but in the old days those were matched 
by models Of pacification's complete failure. 
Now that second category Is rare indeed. 

APBAC'S EXAMPLE 

This hamlet of Apbac in Longan Province 
Is a good example of the new model. When 
one rues over Apbac at 1,000 -feet the tall 
buUdings of Saigon are clearly visible rising 
out of the rice paddies 20 miles off. Longan 
Province Is at the very top Of the Delta, but 
Its proximity to Saigon never bad. much in­
fluence on Its politics. The area around Ap­
hac has been home for the Vletmlnh and 
Vietcong for years. 

In 1963 Apbac became famous as the 81te 
of a disastrous battle for the South Viet­
namese arm.y. Five American helicopters were 
shot down In that fight, and people In the 
United States began asking what was going 
on in Vietnam. 

In 1966 the hamlet fell completely under 
Vietcong control. Many of its residents fled 
to nearby towns or government-controlled 
areas to avoid the war. the rigors of life 
tinder the Vietcong or both. 

J:N'l'DBD IN .Tt7LT 

Government forces entered Apbac this 
July. Then 600 people l1ved in this 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, aSS-foot 
mound of Paddy mUd. 

Popular Force platoons built outposts in 
the area and by force or default, established 
security In the area. Revolutionary Devel­
opment cadre, the black-pajama shock 
troops of pacification, moved in to begin 
cheerleadlng the pacification of Apbac. 

The RD cadre are masters of the showY 
gimmick: They paint SOuth Vietnamese 
flags beside the front door of every house, 
put up flagpoles 80 every tamlly can fiy the 
government flag, build fences and make mi­
nor repairs. They also often reopen schools, 
as they did here. 

The Vietcong had. destroyed the hamlet'. 
IS-room schoolhouse and used its brick and -
concrete walls to reinforce their bunkerll. 80 
there had been no school In Apbac for four 

.,.,.. When the new goftl'DDlellt omctaJa 

~----,-opon. ___ tbe7_ 
oj>out,.,. ohIlcIroD. to ium"", but m ........ 
1ibe ftrst day from. .. tar .. two mil ....... ,.. _._tor __ Rol __ -

Iq i>lelr I_In _ &Dd~ out 
their &r1thmetla probleml1n pm and ink. IS ___ upt ........ _""" _ had 

been DO Bdbool fOS' four 7MlB, 8tu~ 8 to 
18 years old an a.u lD. the same clUk 

VILL&a88 ....... 

The large fICh.9ol turnout nfIected the tn· 
fiux of former reslClente or .Apbac tbat bepn 
soon after the government t.ook It over. Now 
at least 1200 people en Uv!Da hen, 

At last oount tbeJe were 18 tthopi' _4- the 
government 18 OODS1iructl.DI aDd' rep&I1'1ng 
bullmnp. (Damap t>om .... U88 __ 
nev.- been repa1red.) 

In the ftrat montb att.er government,forces 
entered Apbac IfIld the fIUlTOUDdlDC "trillafJeI. 
108 VletooDg or their ~ _ to 
the govenunent. Most. Of them. ware UlUIn­
port&nt. but one was tile old -VIetaoDi IWD1et 
chlet. Another ~4 suspected VSetocma were 
arrestecl. 

According to the toothless old !Dmlk.-in the 
pagoda.. Th1en Lot" au the Vietcong ca1tcla.la In 
the U'ea have been k111ed. arrested, IaaWe- Nl .. 
lIe<t to the government or have "~ ....,."' 
Thien Lot. Who baa Uved tlleft. Ie en -yeat8. ~ 
told an American v1s1b' be c10ea not expect" 
the VO ever io return. 

vo LACKS KV8CLJI 

ApparentJy the Vietcong controlled Apbac 
with just a ff!JfIf cadre and guerr1llas', _ -

''But they used. to have the muaole on 
hand to back them up, If tbey needed back­
Ing up," aooordll1g 1;0 Maj. Oarl lfee1y. the 
enthusiastic Amer1ca.n d1str:lct advtae.r in the 
area. ''Now they don't have the :rnu.cle. 

The Vietcong have made ltD effort 10 .re­
enter Apba.c or to harass the gove11lDlent 
OOlc1sls who have been hen e1nce J\dy. __ _ 

There Is no evidence ,that the people_ of 
Apbac have become, overn.tcht. devoted _fol­
lowers or President Thieu and- bfs .pem­
ment. But the evidence ~ plentttul that they 
are happier with their lot now- thaD. they were 
as recently as the day. three montluJ, ago. 
that Nell Armstrong stepped on the moon. 

The war 18 not over In Apbac. North Viet­
namese IIOldtera are biding. In pooups of six 
to a dozen. In Longan Pnmnce and there 8l'e ~;~­
et111 occasional incidents nearby. But the new 
opt1mJ.st;s In this part of Vietnam cannot 
see how the Vleteong can rega1n tbe domi­
nant position they once held. 


