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HENRY KISSINGER: The Evacuation of Vietnam 

On April 30, 1975. the South Vietnamese p,oziernment collap;etf amI surrendered I' 

North Vietnam. The lonp, lI·ar had finally ended. Cambodia had already fallen 
thirteen days earlier, and Laos was soon to follow In the Jays before SaiF,on's 
collapse, the United States conducted a maJJil'e etiacuation project to brinF, out mOf! 
of the Americans who were still there. as well as thol/sands of South Vie/nafTJese 1/1 

felt they would be endanp,ered by the Communist takeotJer. On April 29 Secretary If/ 

State KissinF,er held a neU's conference eJ:plaininF, the fI'acuation and answerinp, 
reporters' questions on the future of American foreiF,n policy. Portions of the neus 
conference are reprinted here. 

Secretary Kissinp,er. Ladies and gende­
men, when the President spoke before the 
Congress, he stated as our objective the 
stabilization of the siwation in Vietnam. 

We made clear at that time, as well as 
before many Congressional hearings, that 
our purpose was to bring about the most 
controlled and the most humane solution 
that was possible and that these objectives 
required the course which the President 
had set. 

Our priorities were as follows: We 
sought to save the American lives still in 
Vietnam; we tried to rescue as many 
South Vietnamese that had worked with 
the United States for 15 years, in reliance 
on our commitments, as we possibly 
could; and, we sought to bring about as 
humane an outcome as was achievable 
under the conditions that existed. 

Over the past 2 weeks, the American 
personnel in Vietnam have been progres­
sively reduced. Our objective was to 
reduce at a rate that was significant 
enough so that we would finally be able 
to evacu'ate rapidly, but which would not 
produce a panic which might prevent 

anybody from getting out. 
Our objective was also to fulfill the Ill. 

man obligation which we felt to the tef 
of thousands of South Vietnamese wh 
had worked with us for over a decade. 

Finally, we sought through various ir 
termediaries to bring about as humane. 
political evolution as we could. 

By Sunday evening, the personnel i' 

our mission had been reduced to 950, all 
there were 8,000 South Vietnamese to hi 
considered in a particularly high-ri" 
category- between five and eight thOL 
sand. We do not know the exact number 

On Monday evening Washington tim, 
around 5 o'clock, which was Tuesd;l. 
morning in Saigon, the airport in Tan So' 
Nhur was rocketed and received aniller, 
fire. 

The President called an NSC meetim 
He decided rhar if the shelling stopped t" 
dawn Saigon time, we would attempt {\ 
operate with fixed-wing aircraft f ror~ 
Tan Son Nhut airport for one more da. 
to remove the high-risk South Vici 
namese, together wirh all the Defense AI 
tache's Office [DAO], which was locale, 

I 
lear the Tan Son Nhut airport. He also 
lidered a substantial reduction of the re­
eaining American personnel in South Vi­
Gam . 
.t~I may point out that the American per­
IMmel in Saigon was divided into two 
lfOups; one with rhe Defense Attache's 
Office, which was located near the Tan 
Son Nhut airport; the second one, which 
was related to the Embassy and was with 
dae United States mission in downtown 
Saigon. 
.• The shelling did stop early in the morn­
lIB on Tuesday, Saigon time, or about 9 
f.m. last night, Washington time. We 
daen auempted to land Cl30s, but found 
-'at the population at the airport had got .at of control and had flooded the run­
ways. It proved impossible to land any 
IIOre fixed-wing aircraft. 

The President thereupon ordered that 
dae DAO personnel, together with those 
civilians that had been made ready to be 
nacuated, be moved to the DAO com­
pound which is near Tan Son Nhut air­
port. And at about 11 o'clock last night, 
lie ordered the evacuation of all Ameri­
cans from Tan Son Nhut and from the 
Embassy as well. 
'. This operation has been going on all .y which, of course, is night in Saigon, 
.der difficult circumsrances. And the to-
111 number of those evacuated numbers 
abOut 6,500 we will have the exact fig­
ireS for you tomorrow - of which about 
I. thousand are Americans. 
.. Our Ambassador has left, and the 
\f!cuation can be said to be completed. 
,In the period since the President spoke 
"the Congress, we have therefore suc­
ceeded in evacuating all of the Americans 
who were in South Vietnam, losing the 
CWo Marines last night to rocket fire and 
CWo pilots today on a helicopter. 
.We succeeded in evacuating something 
.. the order of 55,000 South Viet-

J: 

Vit"tnameSt' rdtlgf't'~ are nau!<.:d abO~trd ship n("~H the South 
Vit'tn;HlI(,~c tilY of IluC' in Marth 1975. shortly before 
S;ligOB kll to Ihe COl1lmuni~l.s. 

namese, and we hope thar we ha ve con­
tributed to a political evolution that may 
spare the South Vietnamese some of the 
more drastic consequences of a political 
change. But this remains to be seen; this 
last point remains to be seen. 

As far as the Administration is con­
cerned, I can only underline the point 
made by the President. We do not believe 
that this is a time for recrimination. It is 
a time to heal wounds, to look at our in­
ternational obligations, and to remember 
that peace and progress in the world has 
depended importantly on American com­
mitment and American convictions and 
that the peace and progress of our own 
people is closely tied to that of rhe rest of 
rhe world. 

I will be glad to answer your questions. 

Q. Mr. Secretary, do you consider the 
United States now owes any allegiance at 
all to the Paris pact? Are we now bound 
in any way by the Paris agreements? 

Secretary KlJsinp,er_ WelL as far as the 
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Jnited States is concerned, there aren't 
nany provisions of the Paris agreement 
hat are still relevant. As far as the North 
Vietnamese are concerned, they have 
;rated that they wish to carry out the Paris 
lccords, though by what definition is not 
:ully clear to me. We would certainly 
,upport this if it has any meaning. 

Q. May I ask one followup' Do you 
now favor American aid in rebuilding 
North Vietnam? 

Secretary KiJJinger. North Vietnam l 

Q. North Vietnam. 
Secretary Kissinger. No, I do not favor 

American aid for rebuilding North Viet­
nam. 

Q. How about South Vietnam? 
Secretary Kissinger. With respect to 

South Vietnam, we will have to see what 
kind of government emerges and, indeed, 
whether there is going to be a South Viet­
nam. We would certainly look at particu­
hr specific humanitarian requests that 
, ,111 be carried out by humanitarian agen­
cies, but we do believe that the primary 
responsibility should fall on those who 
supplied the weapons for this political 
l,ange .... 

Q. Mr. Secretary, what caused the 
breakdown of the intent which was 
spoken of earlier on the Hill to try to 

achieve a measure of self-determination 
rnr the people of South Vietnam, and 
what is your total assessment now of the 
effectiveness or the noneffectiveness of 
the whole Paris accord operation, which 
you said at the outset was intended to 
achieve peace with honor for the United 
States? 

Sen'clary KiJJinger. Until Sunday night, 
we thought there was some considerable 
hope that the North Vietnamese would 
not seek a solution by purely military 
means. And when the transfer of power 
to Gt'flcral Minh took place, a person 
who had been designated by the other 

side as a counterpart worth talking II 

they would be prepared ro talk with.1 
thought that a negotiated solution in ,i 

next few days was highly probable. 
Sometime Sunday night, the '{\;"I 

Vietnamese obviously changed sign., 
Why that is, we do not yet know, nor " 
r exclude that now that the Ameri( 
presence is totally removed and very I 
tie military structure is left in South VI! 
nam, that there may not be a sort (II 

negotiation. Bur whar produced this <'il 

den shift to a military option or wi:, 
would seem to us to be a sudden shil! ( 
a military option, I have not had a Sill, 

cient opportunity to analyze. 
Now, as to the effectiveness 01 II 

Paris accords, I think it is important I 

remember the mood in this country 31 Ii 
time that the Paris accords were bci, . 
negotiated. I think it is worth rememh . 
ing that the principal criticism that \\ 
then made was that the terms we imj\(, 
on were too tough, not that the tCf! 

were too generous. 
\Y,fe wanted what was considered pel' 

with honor-was that the United SI<I(' 
would not end a war by overthrowill~' . 
government with which it had been ,I 

sociated. That still seems like an objew\ 
that was correct. 

Now, there were several other aSSUllll 
tions that were made at that time I'" 
were later falsified by events that w(,;, 

beyond the control of, and that wert· II 

deed unforeseeable by anybody \'.1, 
negotiated these agreements, includll. 
the disintegration of, or the weakenin.: ' 
executive authority in the United Stal, 
for reasons unconnected with fot(·,;, 
policy considerations. 

So, the premises of the Paris accord 
terms of aid, of the possibility of aid, ;i!. 

in terms of other factors, tended to .I, 
integrate. I see no purpose now in reyit'" 
ing that particular history. Within t! 

'. ;, 
~ 
~' 
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1 ~text of the time, it seemed the right ,"S to do. I '. Q, Mr. Secretary, a followup question 
l' .. that. What is [Ire current relationship 
i .J the United States to the South Viet-
1 t},wcse pol ideal grou ping, or wha tever 
I f)u would call it? 
, ((ucretary KIJJi!lf,er. We will have to see 

y:ta[ grouping emerges out of whatever 
~O!tattons should now take place be­
fltten the two South Vietnamese sides. 
Jtter we have seen what grouping 
~erges and what degree of indepen­
;,fnce it has, then we can make a decision 
G\)ur what our political relationship to it 
~We have not made a decision on that. 
i; Q. Would you say diplomatic relations 
~.: in abeyance with the government in 
\<uth Vietnam) 
" Secrelary KiJJinger, I think that is a fair 
•• !Cement. 
~ Q. Mr. Secretary, looking back on the 
Wr now, would you say that the war was 
it vain and, what do you feel it accom­

;ished? 
;.". Secrelary KIJJi7Jf,er. I think it will be a 
tflB dme' before Americans will be able 
.., talk or write about the war with some 
~passion. It is clear that the war did not 
i.hieve the objectives of those who 
'Mted the original involvement, nor the 
~~ecdves of those who sought to end that 
l'iVolvement, which they found on terms 
~hich seemed [0 them compatible with 
~ sacrifices that had been made. 
~ What lessons we should draw from it, 
i;hink we should reserve for another oc­
IWon. But I don't think that we can solve 
tie problem of having entered the con­
Glcttoo lightly by leaving it too lightly, 

. f!.1her. 
~: Q. Mr. Secretary, looking toward the 
~~lUre, has America been so stunned by 
J~e experience of Vietnam that it will 
~lIer again come to the military or eco­
~mic aid of an :llIyl r am talking specifi-

cally in the case of Israel. 
Serrcldry KiJsinr,e/'. As I pointed out in 

a speech a few weeks ago, one lesson we 
must learn from this experience is that we 
must be very careful in the commitments 
we make, but that we should scrupu­
lously honor those commitments we do 
make. 

I believe that the experience in the war, 
that the war has had, can make us more 
mature in the commitments we undertake 
and more determined to maintain those 
we have. I would therefore think that 
with relation to other countries, including 
Israel, that no lessons should be drawn by 
the enemies of our friends from the ex­
periences in Vietnam .... 

Q. Mr. Secretary, there is a new Asia 
developing after the Indochina situation. 
What will the priorities of the United 
States be in recognizing its existing com­
mitments and in making new ones? 

Secretary KiJJinger. We will have to as­
sess the impact of Indochina on our allies 
and on other countries in that area and on 
their perceptions of the United States. 
And we will have to assess, also, what role 
the United States can responsibly pla'y 
over an indefinite period of time, because 
surely another lesson we should draw 
from the Indochina experience is that a 
foreign policy must be sustained over 
decades if it is to be effective and, if it 
cannot be, then it has to be tailored to 
what is sustainable. 

The President has already reaffirmed 
our alliance with Japan, our defense 
treaty with Korea, and we, of course, also 
have treaty obligations and important 
bases in the Philippines. We will soon be 
in consultation with many other countries 
in that area, including Indonesia and Sin· 
gapore and Australia and New Zealand, 
and we' hope to crystallize an Asian policy 
that is suited to presenr circumstances 
with close consultation widl our friends. 


