E. R. ZUMWALT, JR.

ADMIRAL, U. S. NAVY (RET))

July 18, 1994

James R. Reckner, Ph.D.

Center for the Study of the Vietnam Conflict
Texas Tech University

Box 4529

Lubbock, TX 79409-1013

Dear Jim:

Dr. Hamilton-Merritt sent me copy of your review of
her book. I have asked Priscilla to set aside for
the archives correspondence that I have had with
her. We will send it when the issue seems to be
sufficiently historic rather than current.

i;;?zz:jy’

E. R. Zumwalt, Jr.
Admiral, USN (Retired)

1500 Wilson Boulevard, Suite 641
Arlington, Virginia 22209

(703) 527-5380
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Tragic Mountains: The Hmong, the Ameri-
cans, and the Secret Wars for Laos, 1942-1992,
By Jane Hamilton-Merritt. (Bloomington: ln-
diana University Press, 1993. xxviii, 380 pp.
$29.93, 1SBN 0-233-32731-8.)

In this important wotk, Dr. Jane Hamilton-
Metritt traces the support rendered to the
United States by the Hmong people of Laos
during the decades-long struggle for the soul
of Indochina that we speciously call the Vrer-
narr Wat. The result of fourteen years of metic.
ulous rescarch, Hamilton-Merritt's book push-
es back the weil of official secrecy that has
surrounded the “secret war™ in Laos. The pic-
tute that emerges, one of exploitation, aban-
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donment, and ultimate betrayal, sheds no
honot upon the United States. For that very
reason, it is a topic most worthy of public and
academic sctutiny,

Now 2 college professor with a Ph.D. in
Southeast Asian studies, Hamilton-Metritt
was a cotrespondent in Indochina in the 1960s
and was nominated for the Pulitzer Prize for
het war photography. This combination of
ptactical, on-the-ground experience and aca-
demic training has resulted in a work that
mcets the highest academic standards yet pas-
sionately conveys the plight of the proud
Hmong people. Dealing with Laos presents
significant difficulties; United States govern-
ment documentation femains wrapped in
secrecy. Hamilton-Merrite compensated for
this by conducting more than one thousand
interviews with participants: Hmong, Lao,
former CIA (Central Intelligence Agency) and
State Department officials, and 2 wide range
of others.

The book opens with the Hmong support
of the French both during the Wotld War Il
struggle sgainst the Japanese and, later,
against the Vit Minh. A major portion of the
wotk natrates events of the 1960s and early
1970s, when the Hmong, under the leadership
of Gen. Vang Pao and clandestinely supported
by the United States, fought the growing
Notth Vietnamese domination of Laos.
Hamilton-Merritt recounts the achievements
of the Hmong as well as those of a number of
colorful American participants in the struggle,
and she highlights the sclf-sacificing role
Hmong played in rescuing downed American
pilots.

The account in Tragic Mountains of the fate
of the Hmong following the Ametican aban-
donment of Indochina in 1975 is particularly
important. Hamilton-Mesritt carefully docs-
ments the efforts of the Communist Lao Peo-
ple's Democratic Republic (LPDR} to exter-
minate the Hmong. She documents the
systematic use of chemical-biological toxins -

“Yellow Rzin"—against the Hmong, and the

American government's official indifference to
the fate of these loyal friends. Such offictal in-
difference continues today with United States
government acquiesence in the policy of forced
repatriation of Hmong from Thai refugee
camps to the LPDR, where, unprotected by the
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United Nations, they face certain toreure and
death. As one forced repatriate recorded in

1991:

We are on the death road now . . . the
authotities shall force us to go to Laos
tomorrow. . . . We will dic soon. So you
must remember us. We weee bom in the
wiong world and at the wrong time. . ..
Our lives are over. We shall die when we ar-
rive in Laos. . . . We ate sorry. We cry now.
Goodbye and good luck to all of you in

America.

Tragic Mountains is an absolutely gripping,
heunting, compelling book. It offers & grave
indictment of Amefican policy toward the
Hmong since 1973. It should be required rcad_-
ing for anyone secking to understand Indochi-
na, past of present. Further, every CiA and
State Department official and government
policy maker should be required to read this
book; it offers a stark temindcr that acither
forcign policy expedients nor public apathy
can absolve this nation of a moral responsibili-
ty for the well-being of those we encouraged
to fight the Communists in Indochina.

James R. Reckner
Texas Tech University

Lubbock, Texas
o Y
cH >
& 3
=
o






