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During the period from 1941 (the year of the Japanese takeover and the founding of the viet Minh by Ho
Chi Minh) to March 1945, the Japanese allowed the vichy French bureaucrats to continue to administer
Vietnam. At this time, ironically, the French seemed more conciliatory; they granted Vietnamese more
opportunities to participate in government and even did away with salary differentials between themselves
and Vietnamese. Because France was cut off from Vietnam by the war, Vietnamese industries were more
able to function on their own. The urban middle class generally enjoyed prosperity and the number of stu-
dents increased by 55 percent, from 450,000 in 1939 to 700,000 in 1944. However, this relatively good
time was but the prelude to three decades of destructive, bloody war.

Vietnamese revolutionary politics from I94I to 1945 were complicats6l-"ssnstantly shifting configura-
tions of alliances and truces, temporary cooperation, and betrayals."l The Viet Minh jockeyed for advan-
tage with the VNQDD (the Vietnamese Nationalist Party) and the Greater Vietnam People's Rule Party
(Dai Viet), which cooperated with the Japanese, expecting them to eliminate French control. In reunifica-
tion conferences sponsored by the Chinese Nationalist government in 1943 and 1944 in the Chinese city
of Liuzhou, representatives of the various parties and factions tried to thrash out their differences. The up-
shot was a power shift to the Communists and their front, the Viet Minh, who continued to stress their pri-
mary identity as nationalists. Indeed, in an open letter to Vietnamese, noted for its "unabashed patriotism,"
Ho Chi Minh in June 1941 appealed to "[a]ll Vietnamese who loved their country . . . to contribute what-
ever they had the most of, be it money, physical strength, or talent."2 There was not a word about class
struggle or Marxism.

Part of the appeal of the Viet Minh was the character of Ho Chi Minh, whom most people viewed as
soft-spoken and pragmatically flexible. Truong Nhu Tang, who would later become a leader in the Na-
tional Liberation Front in the 1960s, met Ho Chi Minh in Paris when Tang was a student there in 1946.
Tang noted that "Ho exuded a combination of inner strength and personal generosity that struck me with
something like a physical blow. He looked directly at me, and at the others, with a magnetic expression of
intensity and warmth." Later Ho invited Thng and another student to afternoon [ea, after which Tang
swooned that he "had been won by [Ho's] simplicity, his charm, and his famili*ity."' Ho insisted that
people call him by the familiar name Bac Ho (Uncle 1/o). Two other key Viet Minh leaders, frequently in
Ho's company, were Pham Van Dong and Vo Nguyen Giap, who in December 1944 directed a small force
in the northern Vietnamese highlands in ambush attacks and in stirring up political agitation.

On March 9, 1945, the Japanese, on the verge of defeat in the Pacific war, overthrew the French and
imprisoned almost all French troops. The Japanese named Bao Dai the chief of state; but the government
that he headed, while composed of people with some ability, was incompetent in dealing with the great
problems it faced, the largest of which was a devastating famine. Neither the French before the overthrow
nor the Japanese nor the Bao Dai government seemed to be able to move rice supplies from the south to
the north. At least one million people in the north died in the summer of 1945. The Viet Minh endeared
themselves to many in the north by seizing rice stocks from the rich and distributing grain to those who
were starving. This peasant support provided them with a political advantage they never lost.

By August 1945, there was no effective functioning government in Vietnam. The Viet Minh spent the
summer preparing for what would become known as the August Revolution, establishing a regime that
could finally achieve national independence. They also actively assisted the U.S. military. When he was in
China in early 1945, Ho Chi Minh had visited the U.S. Office of Strategic Services (OSS, rhe forerunner
of the CIA) in Kunming. The OSS offered "small arms and explosives sufficient to equip 100 guenillas"4
and the training of a nucleus of 200 in "using automatic weapons, demolition equipment, [and] infiltrating
and exfiltrating lsicl into various dangerous areas."5 In return the Viet Minh supplied intelligence on
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Source: Ho Cht Minh

At first sight there was nothing exceptional in his
appearance. Of medium height, rather short in
fact, thin, and seemingly fragile, there was
something about him that was secretive and
shy. Contrary to what his Vietnamese biogra-
phers say, his hair had not turned white in the
Chinese prisons; it was sti l l  brownish, as was
his goatee, which,  wi th his high and bulging
forehead, made him look more l ike the typical
Annamese scholars one sees in the Latin Quar-
ter of Paris than a fighting chief or a party

leader. His most striking features were his
eyes-lively, alert, and burning with extraordi-
nary fervor; all of his energy seemed to be con-
centrated in those eyes. As for the rest, he was
usually dressed in the uniform now attributed to
Mao, but Ho's uniform was rather shabby, and
the tunic was rarely buttoned up to the neck. On
his feet he wore the Yunnan cord-soled canvas
slippers, and his socks always more or less
sagged down over his ankles. Obviously he paid
no attention whatsoever to his appearance.

i Source: Jean Sainteny,
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Ho Chi Minh and His Vision (Clzicago: Cowles, 1972), 5l-52.

Japanese forces to the U.S. 14th Air Force. From all accounts, the working relationship between the Viet
Minh and U.S. forces was close. In the spring and summer of 1945, Giap strengthened the Viet Minh po-
sition for action at the end of the war by establishing guerrilla bases with revolutionary regimes in six
provinces around the Red River delta.

When the Japanese surrender came on August 15, the Viet Minh were ready. They declared Vietnam's
independence. On August 16, a provisional government was established, with Ho sworn in as president
the next day. On August 19 Viet Minh forces marched into Hanoi without military action; Bao Dai re-
signed, voicing the belief of many Vietnamese that "the government of Ho Chi Minh had the support of
the Americans."6 On August 28, Nationalist Chinese troops crossed the border into Vietnam, as planned,
to accept the surrender of the Japanese in the northern sector of the country; Britain temporarily took over
in the south.

On September 2 in Hanoi's Ba Dinh Square, Ho Chi Minh announced to the crowd of about half a
million the establishment of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) and read the Declaration of In-
dependence. It began, "[a]11 men are created equal; they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalien-
able Rights; among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness. This immortal statement was
made in the Declaration of Independence of the United States of America in 1116."1 In Giap's address
after the reading of the declaration, he stated, in the presence of OSS officers who were there to celebrate
the occasion, "The United States of America. . has paid the greatest contributions to theVietnamese
fight against fascist Japan, our enemy, and so the great American Republic is a good fiiend of ours."8 At
that point the good will between Vietnamese and Americans was almost tangible.

But the new regime faced gigantic problems in both the south and the north. When the Japanese
gave up direct rule, a United National Front, a coalition of Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, Dai Viet, and Trotskyites,
held power in the south for a week. A Provisional Executive Committee headed by southern Viet Minh
leaders tried to take the reins of power. The British occupiers, however, would not even -eive therr the
tirne of day. The commander, General Douglas Gracey, said later, "They came to see me and said 'welcome'
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and all that sort of thing' It was an unpleasant situation and I promptly kicked them out.,,9 He believed
without a second thought that the French should return as the colonial power very soon and made the im-
rnediate situation worse by releasin,u all the French troops that the Japanese had imprisoned in their coup
of March 1945' These troops prornptly seized all public buildings in Saigon and :hrew out the provi-
sional Executir"e Committee. When the Vietnamese retaliated, violence escalated between the French
and Vietnamese in the early. fall of 1945. In the end, "saigon became a beleaguered French city; the
Mekong delta, a battlefield."lo

In the north' the occupying Chinese force of one hundred fifty thousand vied for the little rice that
was available and, even worse, robbed and looted the Vietnamese. The Red River delta, having experi-
enced a terrible famine, now suffered through floods and a cholera epidemic. Ho, for all of his personal
popularity' "had little with which to work: no rice stocks, a bankrupt treasury, no bureau cracy,no fbreign
recognition of his nation, and no one experienced in running a nation."l t Ru.npunt inflation, strikes, and
demonstrations further worsened the situation.

The French schemed from the beginning to return to power in the north. In early 1g46,they ma-
neuvered to obtain Chinese approval of this reoccupation in return for France's giving up its conces-
sions in China' While Chinese troops were withdrawing from the north, Ho negotiated as best he could
with the French, but he held no strong cards in his hand that would change the French determination
to hold on to Vietnam. In March 1946, Ho and the French seemed to have reached an agreement. Ho
allowed the French to maintain forces in the north temporarily; in turn, the French recognized the
DRV as a free state, though it remained part of "the Indochinese Federation and of the French
fjnion'"12 Muny Vietnamer. oppor"d the agreement. Nevertheless, Ho traveled to paris at the end of
May to work out the details. He was met by a letter from disgruntled Vietnamese living in France:
"You have signed an agreement accepting autonomy for Vietnam, not its independence . we are
now full of anger and ashamed at having chosen you as our leader you have backslid, you have
betrayed your own ideals."l3

Talks that were renewed in July broke down in early September, when it became clear that the French
would not let southern Vietnam (Cochinchina) become part of the DRV. Frustrated and losing hope, Ho
left France in September. Tensions between Vietnamese and French quickly ratcheted up. In August the
French insisted on controlling the port of Haiphong; when the Met Minh refused, the French sent in tanks
and armored vehicles to seize public buildings. The French ordered all Viet Minh to leave Haiphong;
when they refused, the French bombarded the city on November 23, killing many Vietnamese; in the
words of a French soldier, "all the Vietnamese neighborhoods were wiped outl'14 tn miA-necember, Gen-
eral Giap issued a call to arms as the Viet Minh attacked the French, seriously wounding Jean Sainteny,
the chief French negotiator. On December 20, Ho Chi Minh called on Vietnamese to fight to the end. The
first Vietnam War had beeun.

Ho predicted that the war would be "the war of the tiger and elephant. The tiger could not meet the ele-
phant in an equal contest, so he would lay in wait for it, drop on his back fromlrre;ungle, and rip its flesh
with his claws. Eventually the elephant would bleed to death."l5 It *as an accurate prediction of both
Vietnam wars. The French cause was not economic; by 1950 the costs of the war were greater than all of
the French investments in Indochina. The French fought the war for political and psychological reasons:
they needed Indochina to maintain the "grandeur" of the French empiie and perhaps especially out of fear
of a sort of domino theory: if one piece of their empire broke u*uy, then all French colonies would also
spin out of the French orbit.
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French, however, stopped the Viet Minh from seizing the Plain of Jars in northern Laos. That defeat did not
end Giap's plans to take Laos; in fact, in December 1953 and January 1954, he won most of southern and
central Laos. However, a battle on the invasion route into Laos at the village of Dienbienphu ended the war.

The Battle of Dienbienphu, one of the great battles of the twentieth century, began when French planes
dropped 2,200 paratroopers into the area of the village completely surrounded by high hills. General Henri
Navarre believed that he could lure the Viet Minh to the area and defeat thern in a more conventional battle.
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covered shelter, North Vietnam's
President Ho Chi Minh discusses
the opening of the Dienbienphu
campaign with members of the
party's politburo. General Vo
Nguyen Giap is on the far right.

Navarre made several strategic blunders. He estimated that Giap would not be able to send more than one
division and could not get artillery up the mountains to attack the French on the plain. These predictions,
like others throughout the war, were basecl on overconfidence and almost out-of-hand negation of Viet
Minh capabilities; one of the French soldiers captured at Dienbienphu disdainfully dismissed the Viet
Minh as "red termites."23 In essence, Navarre ceded the hills to the Viet Minh and did not even try to
camouflage French artillery positions, making them easy targets for Viet Minh artillery.

In the end, Giap sent four divisions of troops. In the hills surrounding the plain, the Viet Minh had
49,500 combat troops and 31,500 support personnel; in addition, there were 23,000 maintaining supply
lines to the Chinese border. (The French side had only 10,814 men, one-third of whom were Vietnamese
from the State of Vietnam.) The artillery-which brought far greater firepower than the French possessed-
was dragged and inched up the hills, with men shoving boards under the wheels of caissons after an inch
or two of forward progress to prevent them from rolling back. A song sung at the time reveals the motives
of those who participated in what was a gargantuan task:
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Dienbienphu was a nightmare for the French. From the beginning of the battle on March 13, 1954,
the Viet Minh artillery blasted the French day and night from the heights; arrillery shells destroyed the
airstrip' on which the French depended for getting supplies, on the second day. The Viet Minh initially
uti l ized (under Chinese advice) human wave assault attacks; within four days, they completely con-
trolled the perimeter. "The French command staff was shocked. Colonel de Castries [the commander]
became withdrawn, uncomlnunicative. On the second night the arti l lery commander committed sui-
cide, saying, ' l  am completely clishonored."'25 Giap then changed tactics, stopping the arti l lery attacks
and the human wave assaults and instead digging trenches and tunnels to tighten the noose around the
French.
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Then the rainy season came early, and the drenching downpours caused French shelters and dugouts
to collapse. There was no clean water. "Medical supplies ran out. No planes could land to evacuate the
wounded. Men who were wounded in the trenches sunk under the yard-high mud to die."26 At this
desperate impasse, the French asked the United States to intervene. Washington and Paris discussed air
strikes to relieve the French and even the use of tactical nuclear weapons. Some in the Eisenhower
administration were ready to act, but the president would not implement such a policy without British
support. The British refused, for on April 26 an international conference was opening in Geneva,
Switzerland, to deal with the crises in Indochina and Korea. The United States did not act. Dienbienphu
fell on May 7, the day before the conference took up the Indochina crisis. The Dienbienphu toll:
French-l,500 dead, 4,000 wounded, and some 10,000 taken prisoner (many of whom died in Viet Minh
camps); Viet Minh-8,000 dead, 15,000 wounded. But the larger toll from the eight years of war is stag-
gering. For the French and their Indochinese allies, there were 189,162 killed or missing and 156,968
wounded. The estimated Viet Minh toll was probably three times higher, and perhaps as many as 25,000
civilians had been killed.

At the time of their military victory, it is estimated that the Viet Minh held up to 80 percent of the territory
in Vietnam; they went to the Geneva Conference warily, fearing diplomatic loss of what they had won on
the battlefield. Indeed, that is what happened. China and the Soviet Union both stressed the importance of
Viet Minh compromise; with the U.S. actions in Korea in stark memory, China was especially fearful of
U.S. intervention should the Viet Minh be inflexible. As a result, the Viet Minh did not become rulers in
their own country: the Geneva Accords of July 1954 temporarily split Vietnam into two zones, north and
south of the seventeenth parallel. This was not a perrnanent division into two countries; the two zones
were to be reunified following nationwide elections in the summer of 1956. The cease-fire. other details
of the accords, and the elections were to be overseen by an International Control Commission composed
of representatives from Canada, India, and Poland. Neither zone was allowed to increase the number of its
armaments or military bases, nor could either zone adhere to military alliances. The United States, acting
contrary to the GenevaAccords, which it and South Vietnam did not sign, made South Vietnam by special
protocol a country linked to the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO).

' I

But the promise of reunifying elections was never fulfilled. As the French left Vietnam, the Bao Dai gov-
ernment appointed Ngo Dinh Diem prime minister. Diem had served as provincial governor in the 1920s
and as minister of the interior under Bao Dai in the 1930s. He was a devout, conservative, and ascetic
Catholic who had spent two years at Maryknoll Junior Seminary in Lakewood, New Jersey, meeting and
cultivating prominent individuals like Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas, Francis Cardinal Spellman,
and John F. Kennedy. Indeed, part of Bao Dai's interest in Diem for his government came from what he
perceived as Diem's American connections. From the viewpoint of the United States, terrified of the
spread of Communism during the Red Scare of the Joseph McCarthy era, finding someone who could sta-
blhze southern Vietnam to keep it properly anti-Communist was essential. Diem became the Americans'
man in Saigon. The United States therefore set out to build a new nation, the pre-Dienbienphu State of
Vietnam becoming the Republic of Vietnam and the temporary seventeenth parallel zone divider becom-
ing a hard-and-fast boundary between two countries. It was no small order.
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They touted him as the "miracle
man of Asia."

Diem essentially had no power base in Vietnam and lacked the charismatic political personality to
help build one. The United States sent CIA operatives to create paramilitary units to destabilize Ho's
regime in the north and to undertake a propaganda campaign to encourage northern Catholics to move
south during the three-hundred-day free movement period specified in the Geneva Accords. Over eight
hundred thousand did so, many moved by the U.S. navy and resettled with $282 million in support from
the U.S. government-providing Diem with something of a political base. But Diem showed considerable
early ability at establishing his control. ln March 1955, the three southern "states unto themsslye5"-fas
Dai, Hoa Hao, and Binh Xuyen-joined in an ultimatum calling for the establishment of a new govern-
ment; they were not ready to play under Diem's rules. Diem succeeded in bribing the religious sects and
in 1955-1956 defeatin-e their mil it ias. In May 1955, encouraged by the United States, f ive loyal army bat-
talions moved against the Binh Xuyen in Cholon, the Chinese sector of Saigon, with tanks. Though much
of Cholon was destroyed and many ethnic Chinese were killed, Diem ended Binh Xuyen's reign.

The United States was ever more determined to support Diem, who, emboldened, called for a na-
tional referendum on whether to retain the monarchy under Bao Dai or establish a republic with Diem as
president. After the October 1955 referendum, Diem announced that he had received98.2 percent of the
votes, obviously a fraud (in many places, he received more votes than there were registered voters). Diem
established not a democracy but a dictatorship, one supported by U.S. leaders who came to see Diem as
the indispensable man in preserving "democracy" in the Republic of Vietnam. Diem announced that he
was canceling the nationwide elections called for in the GenevaAccords; the United States supported him.
Indeed, "if Diem served as a mandarin under the aegis of the United States, he was a puppet who fre-
quently pulled his own strings."27 In the late 1950s, the United States supplied Diem with almost $300
million annually in economic and military assistance. "Without American support, Diem would never
have survived. With it, he seemed to have done the impossible. Washington held him up as the model of
anti-communism, the miracle man of Asia."28

But Diem alienated large segments of South Vietnamese society. The Viet Minh veterans who had re-
mained in the South were angered by Diem's refusal to hold nationwide elections and uncertain about
hou' to respond. Fearful of U.S. intervention and needing time to industrialize and gain economic stability,
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the North initially advised them to use peaceful means to try to gain power. Farmers were upset; Diem had
allowed former landlords who had abandoned their land during the war to return and take it back from
peasants who had farmed it. The United States pushed for land reform that would limit landholdings and
fix a rent ceiling, but aithough Diem talked about it, he never implemented it. The fact that he even con-
sidered it alienated the landlords; that he did nothing antagonized the peasants (15 percent of the popula-
tion owned three-quafters of the land in the South in 1961). Diern's decision to abolish elected uillug"
councils embittered those in the countryside. He also antagonized the ethnic Montagnards by trying to im-
pose Vietnamese culture on them, something the French had never attempted.

Diem's regime became increasingly authoritarian. It censored the press and attempted to place con-
trols on Buddhists. It banned contraceptive use, dancing, and sentimental songs. "Divorces, passport ap-
plications, promotions and reassignments of military commanders and civil servants, and property
transfers involving foreigners all required Diem's personal approval. ."29
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It is little wonder that, beginning in 1958-1959, an anti-Diem insurgency began to grow. Led by the Viet
Minh, it was a coalition of the disaffected and disgruntled: former Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and Binh Xuyen ad-
herents, peasants, students, and intellectuals. In December 1960 they came together in the National Liber-
ation Front (NLF), supported by Hanoi. Leaders in the North came to believe that a military insurgency
might be the only way to reunify the nation and that it had greater potential for success, given Diem's mis-
erable record. Thus, Hanoi committed itself to resuming armed struggle in the South, a position formal-
ized at the Third Party Congress of the Vietnam Workers' Party (the name of the Communist organ in
Hanoi)^in September 1960, "assignfing] liberation of the south equal priority with consolidarion in the
north."3o The level of violence in the South rose dramatically; whereas in 1958 about 700 local govern-
ment offrcials were assassinated, in 1960 the number reached 2,500.

Diem's regime dubbed the NLF's partisans Viet Cong (a derogatory term for Vietnamese Commu-
nists). To protect farmers (including the Montagnards), the regime adopred the Agroville (1959) and
Strategic Hamlet (1962) programs, which forcibly relocated farmers in fortified settlemenrs ro protect
them from the Viet Cong. The relocated population deeply resented this uprooting from their ancestral
homes; when the Viet Cong began to target these fortified settlements for attack, their resentment turned
to hostility against the regime.

Diem's reaction to dissent and the insurgency was to throw suspects into prison and introduce terror-
ism into the increasingly combustible situation. In May 1959 he had the National Assembly pass Law
10159, which "created special military tribunals to arrest any individual 'who commits or intends to com-
mit crimes . . against the State.'Equipped with portable guillotines, the tribunals rendered one of three
verdicts: innocent, life in prison, and death."31 Many of those who staffed the tribunals were members of
the increasingly hated secret police, headed by Diem's brother Ngo Dinh Nhu, the gray eminence of the
regime. Nhu was head of the Vietnamese Special Forces, in effect his own private army, and his pet pro-
grams were the Agroville and Strategic Hamlet fiascos. The Diem regime reported that there were rwenry
thousand political prisoners by 1956, and over the years the numbers grew to hundreds of thousands.

Opposition to Diem and his policies seemed omnipresent. When eighteen prominent South Vietnamese
leaders issued a statement detail ing and protesting government abuses in April 1960, they were
immediately arrested. Coup attempts occurred in November 1960 and Febru ary 1962. The United States
.sent increasing numbers of military advisors to the South from 1961 on and repeatedly told Diem to un-
dertake reforms, but he sat on his hands. The United States had little leverage with hirn. As the Viet Cong
presence, threat, and terror against its opponents grew and the overall political situation deteriorated, the
United States made renewed efforts to strengthen the Army of the Republic of Vietnarn (ARVN), by sencl-
ing even more military advisors to train them.
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In 1963, Diem and Nhu went too far. On May 8, Buddhists in Hue protested an order forbidding them
to display flags in honor of the Buddha; government troops fired, killing nine demonstrators. Demonstra-
tions then spread across the country. On June 11 a Buddhist monk burned himself to death on a street in
Saigon, triggering what amounted to an uprising of Buddhists, students, and disaffected urban residents.
Douglas Pike, an American analyst, noted that he could see "the whole fabric of Vietnamese society com-
ing apart."32 In Washington, the view was just as bleak. Diem and Nhu in a sense dug their own graves by
continuing to persecute the Buddhists, raiding and ransacking pagodas and arresting monks. When key
figures in Diem's army plotted a coup, the United States supported the effort. The overthrow of the Diem
regime on November 1, 1963, ended, unhappily for America's sense of moral rectitude, with Diem's and
Nhu's murders. Thou-uh Diem had been an obstreperous ally, his voice from beyond the grave might well
have warned, "apris moi le deluge."
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After Diem's murder (and that of John Kennedy three weeks later), there seemed to be no way to restore sta-
bility to South Vietnam. Coup after coup brought in a series of military figures, none of whom were able to
govern effectively; there were seven changes of government in 1964. Against that backdrop the war esca-
lated. OnAugust 2, a U.S. intelligence-gathering ship, the U.S.S. Maddox, was attacked by North Vietnamese
torpedo boats in the Gulf of Tonkin. Two days later, reports (later found to be erroneous) came that the
North Vietnamese had struck again at the Maddox and another ship, the Turner Joy. President Lyndon
B. Johnson ordered retaliatory strikes on North Vietnam, the first bombing of the North in the war. They de-
stroyed 90 percent of the oil storage facilities at Vinh and twenty-five patrol boats. More ominously, the
U.S. Congress passed the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, which gave the Johnson administration the go-ahead "to
take all necessary steps including the use of force to assist any member or protocol state of the Southeast
Asia Collective Defense Treaty requesting assistance in defense of its freedom."" The resolution was a
blank check allowing the U.S. administration to do whatever it pleased in dealing with the war.

Six months later, in February 1965, the United States began a campaign of continuous bombing of
the North to try to force the North to come to terms. The campaign expanded each year-from 25,000
sorries in 1965 to 79,000 in 1966 to 108,000 in 1969. Early on, the bombers hit military bases and facilities

F le l i cop ters  Over  R ice
Paddies U.S. hel icopters in
action in South Vietnam in
February 1966. The helicopter
provided rapid mobility for troop
movement and medical
evacuation.
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cals, including forty-five mill ion
liters of Agent Orange, a defo-
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country. Birth defects were a
common result.

and infiltration routes into the South. In 1966 the targets were industries and transportation facilities, and
the bombing area stretched farther to the North. In 1967 the missions zeroed in on power plants, steel
mills, and sites around Hanoi and Haiphong. The United States had destroyed most of its targets by
1967, but in the end the bombing had no demonstrable effects on the war, with the possible exception of
strengthening the North Vietnamese determination to resist. Indeed, as bombing grew heavier, the rate of
infiltration into the South increased, from 35,000 soldiers in 1965 to an estimated 90,000 in 196i. Each
B-52 mission cost the United States $30,000; overall i t lost 950 planes cosring about $6 bil l ion. The
bombing both crippled and redirected North Vietnam's efforts to develop a modern industrial economy.
Under the slogan "The mother factory gives birth to many child factories," almost all factories that em-
ployed more than 100 workers were divided into many "small-production agencies" and then scattered
throughout nonindustrialized provinces where there was less of a possibility that they woulcl be de-
stroyed in the bombing.3a

The bombing was devastating to the North. Even U.S. government officials admitted that there were
likely a thousand civilian casualties each month, even though the bombing was not directed at the civilian
population. And as in the Korean War, racial prejudice among U.S. forces in the South was overt or just
beneath the surface of everyday life. The Vietnam War was the third war the United States had fought i1
Asia in three decades in which all women were calledntanta-satl, san being only Japanese: in effect. it
was a way of saying that all Asians were alike and denying their cultural differences.
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These attitudes produced many killings, even massacres, of civilians, the most horrifying being the
massacre of over frve hundred civilians and the rape of at least twenty women at the village of My Lai on
March 16, 1968.36 Racism appeared perhaps most overtly in comments made by General William West-
moreland, the U.S. commander from 1964 to 1968, who said, "Vietnam reminds me of the development
of a child": it is clear that "if adults of lower races are like children, then they may be treated as such-
subdued, disciplined, and managed. But the most telling comment wast "Well, the Oriental does
not put the same high price lon life] as the Westerner. Life is plentiful. Life is cheap in the Orient. And as
the philosophy of the Orient expresses it, life is not important."38

By 1965, the leadership situation in the Saigon government had stabilized under two military men,
Nguyen Cao Ky (1965-1967) and Nguyen Van Thieu (1967-1975).Ky became premier about three
months after the United States upped the ante and began sending U.S. combat troops in March. By the end
of the year there were 200,000 troops in South Vietnam; that number swelled to 543,400 in April 1969
before troop withdrawals began.

Even though there was an ongoing war, it did not embroil all, nor did it become an obsessive problem until
the 1960s. Hanoi was trying to pull off a revolution, the core of which, as in China, was land reform. In
order to keep as many non-Communist supporters for the Viet Minh as possible, land reform was moder-
ate in the beginning. Only landlords who supported the French had their land confiscated, and for Viet
Minh supporters, land reform only entailed rent reduction. Starting in 1953, however, the state moved to a
more radical phase, beginning land confiscation and redistribution in Thai Nguyen province north of the
Red River. In two provinces south of the Red River delta, Thanh Hoa and Ninh Binh, land reform turned
brutal and violent. The longtime Communist leader Truong Chinh, a zealot who revealed his inflexibility
by denouncing his own father over land reform issues, headed the campaign. Thousands defected from the
Viet Minh, whose leaders halted the radical land reform until after the war and the three hundred days of
civilian movement across the seventeenth parallel ended. Ho Chi Minh dismissed Chinh, who was forced
to admit his "left-wing deviationism."

In the land reform, over 2 million acres of land were confiscated and redistributed to 2,104,000 peas-
ant families. But, as in China, the ultimate goal of land reform was not giving land to individual farmers
but increasing agricultural production by setting up cooperatives to achieve greater efficiency. Collec-
tivization began almost immediately after land reform was completed. By 1960, over 68 percent of all
farmland and 85 percent of peasant families had been brought into cooperatives. The Vietnamese cooper-
atives were different from those in China, which were multifunctional and very large. In Vietnam they fo-
cused on one or two socioeconomic roles and were usually limited in size to the population of a village;
sometimes a village had more than one cooperative.

In prosecuting the war, the North Vietnamese received assistance from both the Soviet Union and
China; this support was stepped up when the U.S. bombing became more severe. Until January 1968, the
Soviet Union provided 1.8 million rubles in aid, with about 60 percent earmarked for military materiel-
primarily tanks, fighter planes, and surface-to-air missiles. In addition, Moscow sent three thousand
technicians who, among other tasks, manned antiaircraft batteries and surface-to-air missile sites. The
Chinese, who had had advisors at Dienbienphu, let it be known that, as in Korea, they would send in
Chinese forces if the United States invaded North Vietnam. Beijing sent many supplies: vehicles,
small arms, ammunition, uniforms, shoes, and rice. It also dispatched 320,000 engineering and ar-
tillery troops who helped build highways, bridges, and railroads to facilitate the transport of supplies
from China.



Chapter Sixteen

I was twenty-eight years old when I received my
draft notice. My father had been a deputy village
chief under the French regime, so I was classified
as what was called a "middle farmer elementl'
This was an undesirable classification, and of
course my father had worked with the French. So
even though he died when I was four I still had
this bad classification. In addition I was an only
son, and the head of my own family as well. By
law I should have been exempt from service, but
by 1967 there was such an emergency in the
South that the authorities were taking everyone
they could between eighteen and thirty-five. lt
didn't matter if you were a good element or a bad.
So in April 1968 I found myself in the army. . . .

When I got the draft notice I knew I was
destined to go South. And I knew the chances of
coming back were very slim. About a hundred
guys from my vil lage had gone, starting in 1g62,
and none had returned. Their parents and wives
were waiting for them up to their eyes in fear.
But nobody had gotten any news. The govern-

ment was very explicit about it. They said, ,,The

trip has no deadline for return. When your mis-
sion is accomplished you'll come back.', Uncle
Ho had declared, "Your duty is to fight for five
years or even ten or twenty years." So it was
clear to me that the whole business was going
to be long and dangerous. I was really agitated
when I left for the army.

I especially resented the government's cal-
lousness about my family situation. After I re-
ceived my draft notice, my wife began crying at
night. She wanted me to petit ion against being
called up. I knew that wasn't possible. So I had
to swallow my bitterness and convince her that
sooner or later my fate would be set, so I'd bet-
ter go. lt hurt to see my baby and wife left alone.
But I didn't dare say anything openly.

But once I was at the training camp, I
began to understand that the fight for the South
had to be done. Actually I must say that I al-
ready believed the Americans were a hundred
times crueler than the French.

Source, The Views of a No*h Vietnamese
Army Dra{tee

Source: David Chanoff and Doan Van Toai, "Vietnam": A
1996) ,48.

Portrait of Its People at War (Inndon: L B. Tam.is,

In addition, in 1965, Chinese, Soviet, and North Korean engineers and advisors worked on improving
the Ho Chi Minh Trail for truck transport. The trail was a network of roads that led from North Vietnam
through eastern Laos into South Vietnam on which men and supplies from the North made it into South
Vietnam. Started as a footpath in 1955, by l971it had "fourteen major relay stations in Laos and three in
South Vietnam. Each station, with attached transportation and engineering battalions, served as . . stor-
age facility, supply depot, truck park and workshop. Soviet . . . trucks, with a capacity of fir,e to six tons,
traveled day and night on all-weather roads."39

' , ' i ' :  i ] "  l ' l r i " r : 1 . . *  '  r ;  ; ' , i

At the Fourteenth Plenum of North Vietnam's Central Committee in late 1967 , Hanoi's leaders committed
themselves to launching a general offensive in the South. It was planned to coincide with the Lunar New
Year, Tet, the most important holiday festival in Vietnam. It was massive and ambitious: units of the NLF





Chapter Sixteen

j . : r l j i l ' .  " '  : : ' "  '  ' '  - - , ,  , ' -  T h g

South Vietnam National police
chief, Brigadier General Nguyen
Ngoc Loan, executes an alleged
Viet Cong officer on February 1,
1968, during the Tet offensive.
The Viet Cong officer was
caught carrying a pistol.

and the North's People's Army of Vietnam (PAVN) struck five of six major cities, thirty-six of forty-four
provincial capitals, and sixty-four district capitals. Targeted in Saigon was U.S. Commander Westmore-
land's headquarters, the headquarters of South Vietnam's general staff, the U.S. embassy, the Presidential
Palace, and Tan Son Nhut Airport. Americans had spent late 1967 hearing propaganda about the great
progress American forces were making (Lyndon Johnson, December 22, 1967:'All the challenges have
been met. The enemy is not beaten but he knows that he has met his master in the field."ao) In this context,
such a massive military campaign by the NLF and PAVN was astonishing; Washington was in "a state of
'troubled confusion and uncertainty."'41 fn this sense, the Tet offensive was a psychological victory for
the North Vietnamese and the NLF.

In truth, however, it marked a military defeat for the two opponents of the United States. South Vietnam
did not collapse, the ARVN did not collapse, and South Vietnam's general population did not rally to
the northern cause, all of which had been hopes of North Vietnam's strategists. PAVN and NLF battle
deaths may have been as high as forty thousand. The biggest loser was the NLF: they had led all the major
attacks, and they suffered huge loss of life and the disruption of their organizational infrastructure. For the
remainder of the war the Viet Cong was never a major factor in battle; the war from this point on was run
completely by the North.

The shock and disillusionment that Tet created for the United States led to peace talks that began in
Paris in May 1968 and eventually bore fruit in late 1972. They also led to the policy of Viernamization
adopted by President Richard Nixon in 1969, a reprise of the French jamtissement.The U.S. policy of
withdrawal did not, however, call for a direct or rapid exodus. Nixon began a secret bombing campaign of
Cambodia rn 1969, which ultimately paved the way for the success of the Khmer Rouge (Cambodian
Communists) and their holocaust of the Cambodian people. The bombing was kept a secret for four years.
In spring 1970, the United States invaded Cambodia to find the elusive Central Office for South Vietnam
(COSVN), the alleged headquarters of the NLF, but it was never found. In 1971 the South Vietnamese in-
vaded Laos.

In the early 1970s, South Vietnam's President Thieu solidif ied his control, call ing for a number of re-
forms. He took a more enlightened view of Buddhists, peasants, and the ethnic I\{ontagnards. He distributed
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This mausoleum si ts on Ba Dinh
Square, where, twenty-four years
before his death, Ho Chi Minh
had read Vietnam's Declaration
of Independence and declared
the founding of the DRV. lt is
v is i ted annual ly by mi l l ions.
Source: Vision Photo Agency
PacificStock.com.

land to about fifty thousand families, compensating the landlords whose lands were confiscated. In addi-
tion, he had laws passed to freeze land rents and to prohibit the eviction of tenants by their landlords.
However, even as he mandated reforms, Thieu moved to dictatorship. In 1971 he rammed through the
National Assembly a bill that in effect disqualified all major opposition forces in the Ocrober election. In
1912he pushed through laws that forbade workers to go on strike, allowed the arrest and imprisonment of
people without trial and shut down all political parties.

In North Vietnam, President Ho Chi Minh died on September 2,7969, of congestive heart failure.
One-man rule gave way to the joint leadership of Pham Van Dong, Vo Nguyen Giap, and Le Duan, the last
longtime lieutenant of Ho Chi Minh and former director of the Viet Minh in South Vietnam. Dong over-
saw foreign policy, Giap managed defense issues, and Duan was in charge on the domestic front, but all
three had to sign off on crucial issues, a practice that hampered decisive action. After Ho Chi Minh's
death, a heated debate arose over how to win the war. The erstwhile land reform leader and now chief the-
oretician for the Workers' Party, Truong Chinh, called for caution since "time was on their side": the
United States had begun to withdraw, and North Vietnam should not act precipitously to stimulate a new
U.S.  commi tment . l2

Until l9l2 this policy, emphasizing defense and building up forces for a victory drive, held sway. On
March 30, 1972, however, the North Vietnamese launched a major invasion of the South at a time when
ninety-five thousand U.S. troops were left, only six thousand of which were combat troops. Accompanied
by two hundred Soviet tanks and attacking under a heavy artillery banage, over thirty thousand PAVN
troops moved south of the DMZ, taking the provincial capital, Quang Tri City, on May l. The battle in
Quang Tri was in many ways a feint: Giap hoped that it lvould draw forces from farther to the south to im-
prove the chances of success in tu'o other attacks. One came from Cambodia and was aimed at taking
Saigon; the other was aimed at cities in the Central Highlands, with the ultimate goal of cutting South
Vietnam in two. There were minor successes in the Central Highlands, but the ARVN, backed by massive
U.S. air power, held and blunted the offensive by July. The cause of South Vietnam was aided by aggres-
sive actions of the United States. During the offensive, on May 8, the Nixon administration resumed
bombing of Hanoi and ordered, for the first time in the war, a blockade of Haiphong and the mining of its
harbor. helping to take pressure off the ARVN.

The peace talks at Paris since May 1968 had borne no fruit. Throughout the talks. Hanoi's position
continued to be that, for the war to end, U.S. troops had to be withdrawn; that the present South Vietnarnese
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i \ , jsi;r i l i i- ir This 1973 Pulitzer
Prize-winning photograph shows
terrif ied, screaming children who
were victims of a U.S. aerial
napalm attack on suspected Viet
Cong hiding places on June 8,
1972.

In October 19J4, Le Duan, who had emerged as first among peers in government decision making, argued
in an address before the Politburo that "The U.S. imperialists would find it very difficult to intervene di-
rectly. . . . They cannot save the Saigon regime from collapse."46 The leadership's perception was that U.S.
domestic problems and general opposition to continuing the war militated against any further U.S. action;
the decision to launch the final offensive came rather easily. North Vietnam already had one hundred fifty
thousand completely equipped troops in place in South Vietnam, along with a wealth of tanks and artillery
pieces. The general in charge, Van Tien Dung (who replaced Giap in 1974), had overseen the infiltration
of more troops into the South, a process, as he put it, of "strong ropes inching gradually, day by day,
around the neck, arms, and legs of a demon, awaiting the order to jerk tight and bring the creature's life to
an end."47

Dung used an attack on the province of Phuoc Long, along the Cambodian border some forty miles
north of Saigon, as a test to see if the United States would intervene and if the ARVN could put up any re-
sistance. The attack began on January 5, 1975, and led to a smashing victory. The United States sent no
B-52s, and the one ARVN division that Thieu dispatched was no match for the two full PAVN divisions.
Confident that they could move in for the kill, North Vietnamese leaders decided to cut South Vietnam in
two by driving to the South China Sea from the Central Highlands. In early March they easily took the
provincial capital of Ban Me Thuot. When that city fell, Thieu made the fateful decision to surrender the
Central Highlands and pull ARVN troops back to protect the major cities of the South. But to avoid creat-
ing panic among the population, Thieu did not announce the withdrawal or his rationale for it. Rumors
went wild, creating the very panic he had hoped to stifle, because people did not know what to believe.
While Dung achieved more victories in the Central Highlands, hundreds of thousands of South Vietnamese
alon,Q with thousands of ARVN troops poured south, fleeing the military clashes. North Vietnamese heavy
artillery attacked these refugees. It is estimated that over one hundred thousand civilians and up to fifteen
thousand ARVN soldiers died in this panicked flight.
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ldenfities' bui Tin (tgz+-),

The Yagaries oF Revol u$on

It has been said that a revolution eats its own
revolutionaries. BuiTin is a case in point. Little is
known about the first two decades of his life. He
joined the Viet Minh in 1945 and served for a
whi le as a bodyguard for Ho Chi Minh. He
fought against the French in the Red River
del ta in the ear ly 1950s and at  Dienbienphu,
becoming an important member of the Workers'
Party and rising to the rank of colonel in the
People's Army. In 1963 he was dispatched to
South Vietnam to assess the situation there,
traveling by foot down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. On
his return in early 1964, he reported to the
Hanoi leaders that  the NLF needed more
northern assistance. In 1973 he was the official
spokesman for the North Vietnamese delegation
sent to Saigon after the Paris Accords to
arrange for the handling of U.S. prisoners of
war.

BuiTin became editor of the People's Army
Daily (Quan Doi Nhan Dan), and in the final
offensive in 1975 he served as a war
correspondent. He was on one of the tanks that
broke through the fences around the
presidential palace in Saigon on April 30, 1975;
as the senior officer on hand, Bui Tin accepted
the surrender of  President Minh. Later he
became deputy editor-in-chief of the party
newspaper People's Daily (Nhan Dan).
Unfortunately, as a journalist, he began to rub
some of the leaders of the Socialist Republic of
Vietnam the wrong way. ln spite of the
government's great reluctance, he reported on
the growing tensions between Vietnam and
Cambodia in the run-up to Hanoi's overthrow of

Pol Pot's Cambodian regime. When that
happened, BuiTin was one of the first journalists
to visit Phnom Penh. Colleagues reportedly said
that "He was always in the right place at the right
time."1

Frustrated by Hanoi's authoritarian policies
and lack of material progress, BuiTin journeyed
to Paris in 1990, allegedly for medical treatment.
Though his family remained in Vietnam, he went
into self-imposed exile. His memoirs, Snowdrop
(Hao Xuyen Tuyet) and The Real Face (Mat
That) ,  were publ ished in 1991 and 1993,
respectively-both of which argued for major
changes in Vietnam.

Bui Tin continued to lambast the Hanoi
government from Paris, often broadcasting on the
BBC. His lack of reverence for Ho Chi Minh
infuriated the Hanoi leaders. When he argued that
Ho made mistakes, including adopting the
Stalinist economic and polit ical models, they
called him a traitor. Bui Tin also excoriated the
Hanoi government for its press censorship and its
"half-baked" economic reforms (see Chapter 17).2

ln 1991 Bui  Tin was str ipped of  h is party
membership.  As i f  to underscore his char-
acterization of the government's authoritarian-
ism, his house in Vietnam was under constant
survei l lance; his fami ly was forbidden to
communicate with him; his daughter was forced
to leave her position as an eye surgeon and to
become an eyeglasses clerk;and his son-in-law
was not allowed to accept a fellowship from
Harvard University. The trajectories of Bui Tin's
life reflect the roller-coaster ride of the
Vietnamese revolution.

' S e e h n p : //www. t uv y. c o m./ re s o u rc e /b o o k s /f/fu I I ow i n g -ho _c hi -mi n h. hnn.
2 Thit charge can be found at hnp://www.r,enguon.org/Post-doc/I,{ewsNNg-Hanoilnrlignant.hnnl.
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. . . At the same time, their military orientation de-
flected American attention away from the internal
fissures in our own camp. The Eisenhower and
Kennedy administrations had chosen to regard Ho
Chi Minh as a tool of Chinese expansionism,
ignoring the separate integrity and strength of
Vietnamese national aspirations. Just so, the
Johnson and Nixon administrations persisted in
treating the NLF as part of a North Vietnamese
monolith, casually shrugging aside the complex
realities of the Vietnamese political world. As a re-
sult, the Americans were constantly trying to
stamp out fires in their own front yard but never
lighting any themselves in our garden. Kissinger
was as maddened by this situation as his pred-
ecessors had been. More imaginative than they,
he responded by striking back through the Sovi-
ets and Chinese, hopeful that our all ies would
eventually pressure us into moderation. But he
never went for the jugular. Indeed, his strategic
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perspective prevented him from seeing where the
jugular was.

In looking back at this period and at the
negotiations that flowed out of it, some writers
have taken pains to denigrate Henry Kissinger's
abil it ies. lf the purpose of observing history is to
learn from it, such exercises are not only non-
sensical but dangerously misleading. The flaw
in Kissinger's thinking was in fact hardly per-
sonal. In considering the problem of Vietnam,
he had inherited a conceptual framework from
his American and French predecessors that he
either could not or would not break out of. And
it was this conceptual framework that led him
to disaster. Along with their political forebears,
both Nixon and Kissinger suffered from a funda-
mental inabil ity to enter into the mental world of
their enemy and so to formulate policies that
would effectively frustrate the strategies arrayed
against them, the strategies of a people's war.

Source: Truong Nhu Thng,
(New York: Vintage Books,

A Viet Cong Memoir: An Inside Account of the Vietnam War and Its Aftermath
1986),209, 213.

When the final offensive was planned, North Vietnamese strategists believed that victory would come
after a two-year campaign. But the rout of ARVN troops and the blunders of the Saigon government
brought success much more quickly. In late March the PAVN began a huge offensive in the northern part
of South Vietnam, attacking Quang Tri province and moving toward Hue. Thieu abandoned Hue, hofing
to draw the line at Danang, fifty miles down the coast. PAVN forces took Hue on March 24, and, their
seemingly inexorable march led to the seizure of Danang on March 29. Thieu's plans crumbled into ashes:
"South Vietnam was imploding."48 The losses in the Central Highlands and the northern sector of the
county had brought the deaths of one hundred fifty thousand ARVN troops and the loss of countless
pieces of military equipment.

Thieu, who had isolated himself in the presidential palace, saw the inevitable and resigned on April 21.
By that time, Saigon was sulrounded on all sides by PAVN forces. On April 28, Thieu's longtime rival,
Duong Van Minh, became South Vietnam's president. The United States completed its evacuation on April 30,
transporting 7,100 U.S. and South Vietnamese personnel by helicopter to aircraft carriers off the coast and
sending over 70,000 South Vietnamese via naval ships to other U.S. ships in the South China Sea.

North Vietnamese forces entered Saigon from six different directions that same day, completing the
final offensive in only fifty-five days. Colonel Bui Tin (see Identities) accepted the surrender of President
Minh. He later reflected on that dav:
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