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Table 4. Military C:asualty C:omparison
J<illecl in J<illed in Action, Woullclecl in Woullcled in

Action, US RVNAF Actioll, US Actioll, RVNAF

1960 2,223 2,788
1961 11 4,004 2 5,449
1962 31 4,457 41 7,195
1963 78 5,665 218 11,488
1964 147 7,457 522 17,017
19651,369 11,242 3,308 23,118
1966 5,008 11,953 16,526 20,975
1967 9,377 12,716 32,370 29,448
1968 14,589 27,915 46,797 70,696
1969 9,414 21,833 32,940 65,276
1970 4,221 23,346 15,211 71,582
1971 1,381 22,738 4,767 60,939
1972 300 39,587 587 109,960
1973 237 27,901 24 131,936
1974 207 31,219 155,735

TOlal 46,370 254,256 153,313 783,602
Sollrce: Jeffrey J. Clarke,Advice and 511pport: The Final Years (Washington, D.C.: Center of Military History,
1988),275.

RVNAF's qualified success during the 1968 Tet offensive. Although the Commu­
nists had surprised the Saigon command, the RVNAF had eventually recovered
and, in concert with the U.S. forces in country, infticted severe casualties on the
Communist forces. The Communists' inability to cause a general uprising of the

people against the Saigon govemment also encouraged Thieu. He and his field
commanders came to believe that they could carry on the war in the absence of the

. Americans, but this tenuous confidence was based on the assumption that "the U.S.
would continue to help financially, materially, technologically, and even spiritu­
ally, if not with manpower."so One former South Vietnamese general wrote after
the war that his countrymen had believed all along that "U.S. forces would con­
tinue to stand behind the RVNAF with their support to fill in the gaps that the
RVNAF were still unable 01' did not have enough time to do by themselves."Sl
Later, when it became apparent that the United States would no longer help the
South Vietnamese, the reality deeply shook the confidence of President Thieu and
his forces, contributing toward the panic that led to the final defeat.

,j
~
II,

I

3

The RVNAF in Action

THE COMBAT SITUATION-1969

When the United States began prosecuting Vietnamization in eamest, South Viet­
namese troop strength expanded rapidly, new and more modem equipment was de­
livered, and the advisory effort improved. However, these upgrades were not ccn­
ducted in a vacuum-the war continued unabated. Thus, the transition to South

Vietnamese responsibility for the war, including aforementioned changes in torce
structure and extensive modemization and training efforts, took place while both
the U .S. forces and the RVNAF continued to do battle with the North Vietnamese

and Viet Cong in the field.
Even as the Nixon administration took office and began to develop what would

become the Vietnamization strategy, the Communists demonstrated that they were
not going to give the new Amelican president and his advisers any breathing room.
The North Vietnamese launched a country-wide offensive in February 1969. The
primary targets for the new attacks were U.S. forces and installations; Iines of com­
munications and the pacification program served as secondary targets.\ Although
Communist torces attacked over 125 major targets and conducted smaller sapper
raids and mortar attacks on 400 others, they tailed to achieve the same stunning re­
sults that operational surprise had yielded in the initial stages ot the 1968 Tet ot­
tensive. This time. better allied intelligence and the reduced strength ot the Com­
munist torces due to losses sustained in the previous ycar's ottensive enablcd the
allies to deal vcry effectively with the new attacks. Nevcrtheless, a surge ot allied
casualties prolllptecl Nixon to respond in March by ordcring thc secret bombing 01'

C01l1munist sanctuarics in Cambodia.

The possibility 01'bOlllbing thc North Victnalllcsc buildup in Cambodia had
becn undcr discussion for some time.2 Howcver, Sccrctary 01' Dcfense Laird had
opposed the option as a potential political nightmare tor the administration and
strongly urged the president to pursue Vietnamization and acce1erate American



troop withdrawals. Always highly attuned to the domestic political situation, Laird
opposcd widening thc war in any way and bclieved that thc bornbing of Cambo­
dia would be counterproductivc to thc effort to disengage thc Unitecl States [rom
thc war.' Kissinger agrced, advising Nixon to give negotiations a chance.') How­
ever, when Communist forces struck Saigon with a rocket attack in March, Nixon
gave the green light for Operation Menu, the secret bombing of Camboclia. Over
the next fifteen months, 3,630 secret B-S2 raids were conductecl against suspected
Communist positions in Cambodia.5 Events would eventually prove the wisdom
of Lairds counsel against any secret attempts to widen the war.

Despite potentially disastrous political consequences, the secret bombing had
a positive impact in the long run in a purely military sense, for it reduced the avail­

ability of outside support to the Communist forces in South Vietnam.6 Realizing
that time was at a premium as he put the finishing touches on the Vietnamization
policy, Nixon hoped that the secret bomb ing would weaken the Communist forces
in the South and provide more time for the new policy to work.

In the same vein, General Abrams, attempting to provide a protective screen
for the Vietnarnization effort, ordered U.S. forces to keep the North Vietnamese and
Viet Cong off balance to prevent them from mounting any prolonged action that
might interfere with the process of upgrading the RVNAF to assume greater re­
sponsibility for the war. Abrams broke his forces into small platoon- and company­
sized task forces and ordered them to concentrate on extensive patrolling and night
operations, a tactic he described as "getting into his [the enemy's] system."?

The emphasis on small unit operations, however, c1idnot mean an end to large­
scale battles involving U.S. troops. As President Nixon and his advisers made final

preparations for announcing the initiation ofVietnamization at Midway, the 101st
Airborne Division launched an assault into the A Shau Valley in an effort to clean
out North Vietnamese Base Area 611, a major Communist logistical support area.
The operation was a follow-on to Operation Dewey Canyon, conclucted in the same

area earlier in the year by elements of the 1st Marine Division. The paratroopers
ofthe 100st ran into a large enemy force and a major battle ensued for Ap Bia Hill
(Hi1l939), which later became known as "Hamburger Hill." The action resulted in
S6 Americans killed and 630 enemy dead.8 The battle, although a tactical success
in keeping the NVA off balance, provoked a public outcry in the United States over

heavy American casualties and the seemingly meaningless nature of a struggle that
saw such a bloody expenditure of lives only to have U.S. forces abandon the battle­

field shortly after the fighting ended. The Amelican press gave wide coverage to
Senator Edward Kennedy's comment that the battle was "senseless ancl inespon­
sible" and his charge that "Presiclent Nixon has tokt us, without question, that we
seek no military victory, that we seek only peace. How can we justify sending our
boys against a hill a dozen timcs. finally taking it, and then withdrawing a week
latcrTlJ Thc Nel\' York Tilllcs saici after thc battle. "Thc Pllblic is certainly cntit1ed
to raisc qucstions about thc CLlrrcntaggrcssive posturc or thc United States mili­

tary in South Vietnam")I) Many i\mcricans pcrceived thc battle of Hamburger Hill

as a symbol of thc Nixon administration's failurc to make any substantive changes
to thc American approach in SOLlthVietnam. ancl the prcsident came undcr scvere
criticism [or a secming lack o[ strategy.ll

In response to those growing increasingly wcary or continlled loss ot lI.S.
lives for apparently mcaningless real cstatc, Nixon and Laird prcparecl to announce
plans to Victnamize the war as a prelude to an orderly U.S. withdrawal. However,
the aclministration necded time to institute the new policy, and Nixon, desirous of
achieving "peace with hon ar," had to make sure that thcre were no more Ham­
burger Hills. Accordingly, he sent word to Abrams to takc measures to hald down
U.S. casualties.12

US TROOP WITHDRAWALS

Shortly after American units battled with the enemy at Hamburger Hill and while
fighting continued at many other hot spots arouncl South Vietnam, President Nixon
announced his Vietnamization policy and associated plans to recluce the number
of American combat troops in Vietnam. Now Abrams had to wrestle with the
prickly issue of how to prepare the South Vietnamese forces to take over even as
hl' continued to prosecute the war in the field. Both of these demanding tasks had
to be handled while President Nixon and Secretary Laird continued to push for
greater and faster troop recluctions.

As previously noted, discussions about U .S. troop withdrawals had begun shortly
after President Nixon's inauguration.B En route to Midway in June 1969 to announce
the initiation of Vietnamization, members of the administration held a meeting in Hon­
olulu to devise a withdrawal strategy. Attendees included Nixon, Kissinger, Laird,
Secretary of State Rogers, Ambassadors Ellsworth Bunker and Henry Cabot Lodge,
Gen. Earle Wheeler, and General Abrams. Kissinger recorded that the "military ap­
proached the subject [of troop withdrawal] with a heavy heart .... it would make vic­
tory impossible and even an honorable outcome problematical."14 Prior to this meet­
ing, General Abrams had questioned the size ancl pace of any contemplated
withdrawals. Accorcling to Abrams biographer Lewis Sorley, the U.S. commander
believed his troops were beginning to enjoy more success in combating the Com­
munist forces ancl naturally wantecl to retain them to press the advantage. However,
Sorley maintains, Abrams "also had the sensitivity to understand the political re­
alities in the United States and what they portended in terms of continued supPOli
for prosecution ofthe war."15Therefore, once the decision was made to begin the troop
withclrawals. Abrams gave it his wholehearted support, realizing that the U.S. COITI­

mitment had to be downsizecl in order to turn the war over to the South Victnamcsc .16

NCVClihclcss.thc U .S. commandcr stili had conccrus about thc timing and wisdom ot
withdrawing tTOOpSwhcn thc encmy's strcngth appcarcd to be waning.ln responsc.
Gcncrat Whecler had assured Abrams on two separatc occasions that any Amcrican
rcclcployments would t~lkt?into consideration thc situatiol1 011thc battleiielclI7



Despite the concerns ot the operational commander, thc president decided to
announce the first withdrawal increment at Midway and proceed with the disen­
gagement ot U .S. torces. Further reductions were to be based on three criteria: the
level ot enemy activity, progress in the Paris peace talks, and the strengthening of
the RVNAFI8 Kissinger wrote: "Henceforth, we [the United States] would be in
a race between the decline in our combat capabilities and the improvement of
South Vietnamese forces-a race who se outcome was at best uncertain."19

Neveliheless, after Nixon announced the first U.S. troop withdrawal at Mid­
way, he was "jubilant" and considered the announcement a "political triumph."20
He thought it would accomplish several significant aims. First, he hoped the ini­
tial withdrawal would quiet the antiwar critics and buy the administration time to
further develop its strategy; second, he thought it would send a signal to the North
Vietnamese that the United States was serious about seeking peace in Southeast
Asia. Nixon and his advisers would be proved wrong on all counts.

Former secretary of defense Clark Clifford gave Nixon and Laird new moti­
vation to expand their U.S. troop withdrawal plans.ln July 1969, he published an
article in Foreign Affairs that urged the unilateral withdrawal of 100,000 troops by
the end of the year, and of all other personnel by the end of 1970, leaving only 10­
gistics and air force personnel.21 Nixon, never one to shrink from a chalIenge,
stated at a press conference that he could improve upon Cliffords schedule.22 The
presidents statement received a great deal of attention in the press and effectively
committed the United States to a unilateral withdrawal from South Vietnam, thus

removing the promise of troop reductions as a bargaining chip for Kissinger in
his dealings with the North Vietnamese in Paris. The consequences for the peace

negotiations and the eventual cease-fire agreement would be serious.
Thefirst redeployment of 25,000 U.S. troops promised by President Nixon

was accomplished by 27 August 1969, when the last troops from the 1st and 2nd
brigades of the 9th lntantry Division departed the Mekong Delta. ln the months
following the Midway announcement, discussions continued about the size and
pace of the U.S. withdrawal. Laird had formulated several options tor the rest of
1969 that ranged from withdrawing a low of 50,000 troops to a high of 100,000;
in between were various combinations of numbers and forces. ln a memorandum

to the president, Laird cautioned him to be careful about withdrawing too many
troops too quickly, as this would have serious consequences for the pacification
program.23 Lairds warning proved timely. On 6 August. as soldiers from the 9th
Infantry Division prepared to depmt South Vietnam, the Communists attacked Cam
Ranh Bay, tol1owed 11ve days latcr by additiona! attacks on more than one hundred
citics. towns. and bases across South Vietnam. An official North Victnamcsc his­
torv 01 thc war revcalccl that the Politburo in Hanoi had concludcd attcr the Mid­

way annOllnccmcnt that thc Unitcd Statcs had "'ost ilS will to fíght in Victnam";
thus, the Commllnists, believing they were in a position to dictate thc dcgree and
intensity of combat, launched the new round ot attacks.24

When N ixon had made his announcement in June about the initial U.S. troop

ABRAMS PREPARES TO TURN OVER THE WAR

i\s Hcnry Kissínger pointed out, the U.S. troop withdrawals gathered a momen­
tum 01' their own; any attempt by the president to modify the schcdule, even when
he may have been so inclined because of the battlefield situation in South Vietnam,
provoked vigorous reaction by Congress, the media, and the antiwar element. Thus,
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withdrawal, he emphasized that the level 01' cnemy activity would be one of the
criteria for further reductions. These new Communist attacks clearly went against
Nixon's conditions; his subsequent announcement that he was delaying a deci­
sion about additional troop withdrawals caused an uproar in both Congress and the
media. On 12 September, the National Security Council met to discuss the situa­
tion. Kissinger reported that "a very natural response from us would have been to
stop bringing soldiers home, but by now withdrawal had gained its own momen­
tum."25 Kissinger had sent the president a memorandum two days before the meet­
ing, expressing concem about the administration's "present course" in South Viet­
nam. He wamed that "Withdrawals ofU .S. troops wilI become like salted peanuts
to the American public; the more U.S. troops come home, the more wilI be de­
manded. This could eventually result, in effect, in demands for a unilateral with­
drawal. ... The more troops are withdrawn, the more Hanoi wilI be encouraged.,,26
Time would prove Kissinger to be right, but during the NSC meeting he was the
only dissenter to the decision to proceed with the scheduled troop reductions. On
16 September, Nixon ordered a second increment of 35 ,000 American troops to be
redeployed by December. According to Kissinger, the withdrawals became "in­
exorable ... [and] the President never again permitted the end of a withdrawal
period to pas s without announcing a new increment for the next."27

On 15 December, Nixon ordered a third increment of 50,000 to be redeployed
prior to April1970. On 20 April1970, he announced that even though 110,000 U.S.
troops had been scheduled to be redeployed during the fint three increments, a total
of 115,000 had actualIy departed Vietnam. The second phase of the withdrawal,
from April 1970 to April 1971, would reduce the total U.S. strength by a further
150,000. By the end of 1970, only about 344,000 U.S. troops remained in South
Vietnam. The 9th Infantry Division, the 3rd Brigade of the 82nd Airbome Divi­
sion, the 1st Infantry Division, the 3rd Marine Division, two brigades ot the 25th
Infantry Division, and the entire 4th Infantry Division had been redeployed (table
5 depicts the schedule of U.S. troop unit withdrawals from South Vietnam). As
these U.S. forces prepared to depart, they suspended combat operations and passed
responsibility for their respective operational areas to the RVNAF.

From the initial announcement of U.S. troop withdrawals in June 1969 to the
end of November 1972, the United States brought home fourteen increments, re­
ducing total U.S. strength in Vietnam from a peak of 543 ,400 to a residual force of
27,000 (see table 6).28
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Table 5. Redeployment 01 Major U.5. Army Units Imm Vietnam

Unit Rccleployecl

9th Illfantry Division (2 brigaclcsJ Aug. 1969
3rcl Srigaclp Sep.1 ')70

3rcl Brigacle, Eighty-seeoncl Airborne Oivision Oec. 1969
Ist Inlantry Oivision (3 brigacles) April1970

199th Inlantry Brigacle Oel. 1970

25th Inlantry Oivision (3 brigacles) Nov. 1970

4th Inlantry Oivision (2 brigacles) Oec. 1970
3rd Brigade April1970

1st Cavalry Oivision (3 brigades) April1971

11th Armored Cavalry Regiment April1971

1st Brigade, Filth Inlantry Oivision Sep. 1971

173rd Airborne Brigade Sep. 1971
23rd Inlantry Oivision (3 brigades) Nov. 1971
101 st Airborne Oivision Mareh 1972
1st Airborne Brigade Jan. 1972
2nd Airborne Brigade Feb. 1972
3rd Airborne Brigade Oec. 1971

Source: Nguyen Duy Hinh, Indochina Monographs: Vietnamization and the Cease-Fire (Washington,D.C.:
U.S.Army Center01 Military History, 1980), p. 23.

once the initial departure of U.S. forces began, the RVNAF was forced to assume
more responsibility for the war, regardless of the progress of Vietnamization and
pacification. Such was the situation that confronted General Abrams. While still

fighting a war, he had to increase the efforts to prepare the RVNAF to fiH the void

on the battlefield left by the redeploying U.S. forces. He was essentially fighting
for time. Accordingly, he hoped to retain "a balanced combat capability and as
much capability for as long as possible.,,29

When Abrams assumed command of MACV trom General Westmoreland in

July 1968, he had fuHy realized that something had to be done to improve the com­
bat capabilities of the South Vietnamese armed forces. Even before President

Nixon had announced Vietnamization as the new U.S. policy in South Vietnam,
General Abrams had taken measures to increase the effectiveness ot the RVNAF
training base, which had not historically been the focus of MACV's efforts. Abrams

had inherited the long-standing U .S. mission ot closing withand defeating the
Communists to torce them to withdraw from South Vietnam, but with Nixon's an­
nouncement othis Vietnamization policy, the mission, as previously c1escribed, and
tocus ot MACV changed drastically.

On 7 July 1969, the president met with Kissinger, Laird, Rogers, Wheeler,
John Mitchell, and Gen. Robert E. Cushman Jr. (a marine otficer who was deputy
director of thc CIA) aboard the presidential yacht Sequoia .30The purpose at the
mecting was to discuss an apparent lull in the fighting in 50uth Vietnam. The num­

ber of cnemy attacks in South Victnam had diminishcd after the Hamhurger Hill

Table 6. U.S. Tmop Redeployments Imm Vietnam

Oates Forces Recleployecl Forces ~rrlainin3_
1 July Aug. 1%9 25,000 519,000
2 Scp.-Dec. 1969 35,000 484,000
3 Jan-Apr. 1970 50,000 434,000
4 July-Ocl. 1970 50,000 384,000
5 Nov.-Oec. 1970 40,000 344,000
6 Jan.-Apr. 1971 60,000 284,000
7 May-June 1971 29,300 254,000
8 July-Aug. 1971 28,700 226,000
9 Sep.-Nov. 1971 42,000 184,000

1° Oec.-Jan. 1972 45,000 139,000
11 Feb.-Apr. 1972 70,000 69,000
12 May-June 1972 20,000 49,000
13 July-Sep. 1972 10,000 39,000
14 Oet.-Nov. 1972 12,000 27,000

Sources: Nguyen Duy Hinh, Indochina Monographs: Vietnamization and the Cease-Fire (Washington,D.C.:
US Army Center01 Military History, 1980),27; LarryA. Níksch, Vietnamization: The Program and Its
Problems (Washington,D.C.: Library 01 Congress,CongressionalResearchService,January1972),A-1.

battle, and U.S. casualties had reached their lowest level of the year. According to
Kissinger, the discussion centered around determining why the level of fighting
had dropped off-whether it was due to Hanoi's exhaustion, a new negotiating
strategy, or an attempt by Hanoi to achieve de-escalation by tacit understanding?31
Kissinger later wrote, "It was symptomatic of the intellectual confusion of thepe­
riod that in the relief felt when a military luH eased both casualties and domestic
pressures, no one asked the question whether the luH might not reftect the fact that
our strategy was succeeding and should therefore be continued."32 Instead; there
was "unanimity" that the situation provided an exceHent opportunity to recipro­
cate by de-escalating U.S. operations in South Vietnam; at the same time, MACV
efforts could be brought into better accord with the Vietnamization effort. Nixon
agreed and authorized Secretary of Defense Laird to issue new guidelines to Gen­
eral Abrams.

The result was a new mission statement for MACV that emphasized the de­
sire of the United States "to assist the Republic of Vietnam Armed forces to take
over an increasing share of combat operations."33 The mission statement (which
was to go into effect on 15 August 1969) charged Abrams and his command to
focus on (I) providing "maximum assistance" to the South Vietnamese to
strengthen their forces, (2) supporting the pacification effort, and (3) reducing the
ftow of supplies to the enemy.34 Abrams was also told once again to hold dowl1
U.S. casualties. Henry Kissinger later reported that Nixon changed his mind about
these orders and attempted to rescind them. However, Secretary Laird said the Of­

ders had already been sent, and they were allowed to stand35 If Kissinger's account
is accurate and the president did try to rescind the orders. Nixon did not rcveal why
he had second thoughts about the otficial mission change for MACV. Perhaps he
was worried about intcrfering in military matters. or perhaps he diclnot want to
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signal the North Vietnamese that the United States was beginning to reduce the
level of its commitment to the war. Nevertheless, the president let the orders stand
and reiterated the new guidance in person when he made a surprise visit to Viet­
nam later in August. There, he stressed the shift in focus for U.S. forces, saying
that "the primary mission of American troops is to enable the South Vietnamese
forces to assume the full responsibility for the security of South Vietnam."36 No­
tably, the president did not make this new guidance public until a nationally tele­
vised speech in November.

General Abrams, who had previously expres sed rnisgivings about the accel­
erated U .S. troop withdrawals, understood his marching orders and stepped up
measures to improve the combat capabilities of the South Vietnamese units .37The
problem was not a new one for Abrams, who, since his assumption of command
in 1968, had been concemed with what were essentially two different wars being
fought by the U.S. and South Vietnamese forces. Abrams had sought to end the di­
vision of roles and missions between American and South Vietnamese combat

forces through the adoption of a single combined allied strategy, thus eliminating
"the tacit existence of two separate strategies, attrition and pacification."38 He de­
scribed this approach as "a stnitegy focused upon protecting the population so that
tbe civil government can establish its authority as opposed to an earlier conception
of the purpose of the war-destruction of the enemy's forces.,,39 The "one war"
concept was formalized in the MACV Objectives Plan approved in March 1969.

Abrams and Ambassador Bunker convinced President Thieu that Abrams' s ap­
pro ach was the right way to proceed and secured his agreement that the MACV
Objectives Plan should serve as the basis of the allied forces' efforts in South Viet­
nam. The decision was made official when Abrams and Gen. Cao Van Vien, chief
of the South Vietnamese Joint General Staff, signed the Combined Campaign Plan,
which specified that the "RVNAF must participate fully within its capabilities in all
type s of operations ... to prepare for the time when it mu st assume the entire re­
sponsibility."40 The plan further established population security and support of paci­
fication as the primary objectives of the American and South Vietnamese forces.

As soon as the new plan was signed, Abrams set out to make sure that MACV
forces fully accepted his "one war" concept, forever eliminating the division of
labor that too often had fragmented allied efforts. Abrams had already begun shift­
ing the focus of MACV when he received the official change of mission from
President Nixon. Armed with the new "one war" combined strategy and urged by
his commander in chief to Vietnamize the war, Abrams hoped to bring the com­
bal situation under control while at the same time shifting the prepondcrance of
the responsibility for the war to the South Vietnamese as American troop with­
drawals increascd in size and frequcncy.

By thc time that Abrams receivcd his new mders, hc had a!reacly initiatcd pro­
grams to expand RVNAF force stmcture and provide more modem weapons to the
South Vietnamese, as discussed above. While these improvements were being
made, Abrams turned his focus on increasing the combat capabilities of the

RVNAF in the field, in part by having South Vietnamcse troops 11ghtside by side
with the American troops in combined fie!d operations.

American and South Vietnamese units had conducted combined operations
prior to the adoption of the "one war" policy in 1969, but during earlier operations,
the South Vietnamese troops usually filled a secondary, supporting role on the
periphery of the main action. Many American combat commanders were reluctant
to operate with South Vietnamese units and typically regarded ARVN as no more
than "an additional burden" that had to be taken in tow, more "apt to cause prob­
lems ... than be helpful."41 Although the situation changed somewhat for the bet­
ter after the 1968 Tet offensive, Abrams, faced with the urgent task of Vietnamiz­
ing the war, ordered doser cooperation between American and South Vietnamese
forces. The hope was that American units would serve as models for Saigon's sol­
diers by more dosely integrating the operations of the two national forces. Such
integration had worked very well in South Korea and had eventually improved the
fighting abilities of the Republic of Korea armed forces. Abrams and his advisers
manifestly hoped that the Korean mode! would also work with the South Viet­
namese.42 As the South Vietnamese forces became more capable on the battlefield,
they could assume a greater share of the burden as U.S. combat forces were steadily
drawn down. One former ARVN general described the approach, noting that

by participating in combat operations hand-in-hand with American units, Viet­
namese forces-regular and territorial-would acquire valuable and practical
experience which could hardly be acquired in a training center. Thus, com­
bined and joint operations offered ARVN units not only the chance to observe
American methods of operations, American use of firepower and mobility as­
sets, and American leadership in action, but also offered the fringe benefits
of additional combat support which cou!d not otherwise be made availab!e
from Vietnamese resources. This was in fact a very special type of on-the-job
or in-action training in which U.S. units performed the role of instructor by
giving reallife, positive examples of combat actions and counteractions in
various tactical situations and types of terrain; and the ARVN units under their
tutelage benefitted from observing and emulating the U.S. units .43

Unfortunately, the initiative to integrate the South Vietnamese troops into the
main battle effort wou!d prove to be uneven, varying from corps tactica! zone to
corps tactica! zone. Several possible reasons exist. Some senior U.S. command­
ers were wary of the Sonth Vietnamese troops and Abrams 's "one war" conccpt.
Howevcr, Genera! Davidson, who was Abrams 's J-2 intclligence officer at MACV,
took cxccption to those blaming this warincss for the shortcomings of thc Viel­
namizalion cff0l1. Hc wrolc: "It has bccome convcntional wisdom to claim lhal thc

new concept suffcrcd scvcrely bccausc Abrams' scnior commanders rcfused to snp­
p0l1 it. This is nonsense.ln many cases the general officers in Vietnam agreed with
Abrams's strategy and carried it out with dedication. Even those who disagreed



with the concept dutifuIly, if unenthusiasticaIly, gave it their fuIl support. Abrams
himse]f wou]d accept no less, and he had the power of enforcement."44 Davidson
may havc understatcd the resistancc to the plan; it is not c1car that all ot Abrams 's
senior commanders thought that his new concept was a good idea, but there is also
no doubt that Abrams had their careers in his hand and they had to get on board
with his ideas or sutterthe consequences. Sti]], some U.S. commanders were more
aggressive than others in trying to make tbe new program work.

The South Vietnamese themse]ves proved to be another tactor contributing
to the disparate results of the new program. Leadership abi]ity, fighting spirit, and
tactica] acumen varied throughout the South Vietnamese armed forces. Not aIl
RVNAF units and commanders were prepared to keep their end of the bargain.
Thus, the "one war" approach achieved more success in some areas than others.

"ONEWAR"

In I Corps, Lt. Gen. Richard G. Stilwell, the U.S. XXIV Corps commander, worked
very dosely with the ]st ARVN division commander, Maj. Gen. (Jater Lt. Gen.)
Ngo Quang Truong, integrating the South Vietnamese units into operationa] plans
as fuIl partners.45 Under what was essentially a U.S.-ARVN combined command,
the South Vietnamese forces operated clo sely with the U.S. 3rd Marine Division,
the 100st Airbome Division (Airmobi]e), and the 1st Brigade of the 5th Infantry
Division (Mechanized) in Quang Tri and Thua Thien provinces. After StilwelI was
rep]aced by Maj. Gen. Melvin Zais later in 1969, the new commander continued
StilwelI's emphasis on combined operations, and other UOS. forces in I Corps
stepped up their cooperative etforts with ARVN. In the southem half of the zone,
the U.S. 23rd Infantry Division routine]y conducted combined operations with 2nd
Infantry Division (ARVN) in Quang Tin and Quang Ngai provinces. The U.S. 1st
Marine Division, defending the Da Nang area, conducted combined operations
with the South Vietnamese Quang Da Special Zone forces and the 51st ARVN In­
fantry Regiment. Abrams was extremely p]eased with the performance of the
ARVN forces in I Corps; later in ]969, he ordered the U.S. 1st Cava]ry Division
south, reoriented remaining American combat forces in the region toward area se­
curity, and eventuaIly sent home one ot the two American marine divisions located
there.

In II Corps Tactical Zone, U.S. commanders also pursued combined opera­
tions, but with less success. Prior to late 1968 and ear1y 1969, cooperation between
the U.S. and ARVN forces in II Corps had been large]y ineffective. The U.S. torces
concemed themse]ves with enemy mainforce units in outlying areas ofthe Central
Highlands, while the ARVN torces limited their activities to pacification support
in the lowland coastal areas ane! poplIlation centers. With the institution otthe "one
war" concept by Gencra! Abrarns. LI. Gen. William R. Peers, commander ot I Field
Force, and his cOllnterpart. LI. Gen. 1.1I1.an.commander of ARVN II Corps, agreed

that it was time to devise a means of exploiting the advantages of each national
torce while minimizing their respective disadvantagcs46 They jointly establishecl
the "Pair OiT' program, which callcd tor each ARVN unit to be closcly and con­
tinually affi]iatecl with a U.S. counterpart unit. Operations were to be conductecl
jointly, regard]ess ot the size of unit each force could commit, and coordination
and cooperation were cffected from corps to battalion and districts. The "Pair Oft'
program was seen as a means of upgrading ARVN combat effectiveness and
preparing ARVN units in II Corps for a ]arger share of the combat burden.47 As
such, this concept was later expanded to include Vietnamese artillery andother
combat support unit s . Under this program, the U.S. 4th lnfantry Division and the
U.S. 173rd Airbome Brigade joined forces with the ARVN 22nd and 23rd infantry
divisions.

Peers and Lan ordered the U.S. 4th Infantry Division and two ARVN regi-
ments to ho]d the Communist forces at bay along tbe border while they concen­
trated the ettorts of the remaining U.S. and ARVN units on restoring and expand­

ing Saigon's contro] of the coastal population, including traditionalIy contested
Binh Dinh and Phu Yen provinces. After the initiation of the "Pair Oft'proi,!;ram,

three significant combined operations were conducted in II Corps, and each
achieved a modest level of success. However, this approach did not work as well

as the combined operations in I Corps for a number ofreasons. First, tbe two corps­
level headquarters, unlike those in I Corps, were not co-located, making coordi­
nation more difficult. Additionally, the ARVN fie]d commanders in II Corps were
not as enthusiastic about working with U.S. forces as were Major Genera] Truong
and his fellow ARVN commanders in I Corps. Despite early gains in improving

the confidence and capabilities of ARVN units in II Corps, the "Pair Oft' program
was abandoned in ]ate ]969.

In the IV Corps Tactica] Zone (Mekong De]ta), the main U.S. presence was
the 9th Infantry Division, which had arrived in country in 1967. Prior to 1969, the
U.S. division se]dom worked with the three ARVN divisions in the region 01' the
territoria] units. Moreover, Maj. Gen. Julian 1. Ewell, the 9th Infantry Division
commander, be]ieved that the South Vietnamese forces in the Delta were ineffec­
tive and wamed that the South Vietnamese were not ready to take control ot the
U.S. division's area of operations.48 Therefore, many were surprised by the selec­
tion of the 9th as the first American division to be redeployed to the United States

after the Midway announcement. As Jeffrey Clarke points out, the decision was,
at the very least, partly a politi cal move designed to gain support for the Nixon ad­
ministration 's Vietnamization policy by fulfilIing the promise to bring home com­

bat troops rather than just support personnel.49 Despite EweIl 's wamings about
South Vietnamese military capabilities in the Delta, the withdrawa] of the 9th also
made sense strategically. By 1969. the enemy situation in the Delta was fair1y stable.
since the area's Vict Cong forces had becn scvcrely wcakcned during the 1968
Tet offcnsive. Additionally, thc Delta was at the tal' cnd of the North Victnalllcse

supply routl' and could not be reinforcccl casiJy. Should trouble arisl'. Gcneral
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Abrams could shift U.S. forces to the area from the nearby III Corps zone 50 Thus,

withdrawing the 9th Division was only moderately risky from a military viewpoint;

politically, the move demonstrated Nixon's willingness to pull out combat troops.
ln this instance, sound military logic coincided with political expediency. The same
would not always hold true for further troop reductions.

The American withdrawal from the Delta was rapid. U.S. forces began stand­

ing down from combat operations in June 1969, and the division had departed by the
end of August (although one of the three brigades remained in Vietnam and was
moved to III Corps Tactical Zone). U.S.Army public affairs was instructed to stress

both the accomplishments of the departing American troops and the ability of South
Vietnamese forces to carry on without them.51 Despite this guidance, the truth of
the situation was something else again. The former 9th Infantry Division area of

operations was ldt to the South Vietnamese 7th Infantry Division. As General
Ewell had pointed out, the 7th ARVN was not prepared to assume responsibility
for the area for a number of reasons, not the least of which was senior officer lead­

ership. The division was beset by problems, but fortunately for both Washington
and Saigon, enemy activity in the Delta remained low during late 1969 and 1970;
thus, the 7th Division's inefféctiveness led to no immediate repercussions.

ln III Corps Tactical Zone, the U .S.1I Field Force commander, Lt. Gen. Julian
Ewell(who had been promoted and given command oflI Field Force in Long Binh
upon the departure of the 9th Infantry Division), and his counterpart, Lt. Gen. Do
Cao Tri, commander of ARVN III Corps, faced difficult circumstances. The III
CTZ included the eleven provinces that surrounded Saigon. The area, bordered on

the west by Communist sanctuaries in Cambodia, included several of the main

historical invasion routes into the heart of the country. The combined North
Vietnamese- Viet Cong threat was still too strong in 1969 for the South Vietnamese
forces in III Corps, who were not considered to be among the best units in the
RVNAF. Additionally, the ARVN troops in the area had traditionally been tied to
area security missions, rather than aggressive searches for the enemy. General
Ewell was told in April 1969 that he would receive no further U.S. resources and
that he was to get the South Vietnamese divisions moving "despite their com­
manders."52 Impressed with the successes of U .S.-RVNAF combined operations
in I Corps, General Ewell decided to institute a similar program of his own. He be­
lieved that the key to victory in Vietnam was the successful application of combat

powcr, such as artiJlcry, army aviation, and other elements of combat and combat
scrvice supp011.He knew fmm his experience as a elivision commaneler in the Delta
that thc South Victnamese had elitficulties coorelinating the little support they eliel

have. Ewell planncel to correct these shortcomings by marrying cach major Vict­
namese unit in III Corps with a similar American forcc that woulel turnish thc ncc­

cssary aviation. artillcry, anel communications support necelcd to makc thc South
Vietnamese units viab1e forces on the battlelíelel anel, at the same time, teach them

how to better employ the weapons of war. His counterpart, Lieutenant General Tri,
fBllv 'H1feeelwith Ewell 's concept, admitting that "the major problem of II FFV is

the improvement of the three ARVN elivisions," and together he anel Ewell set
about to establish a "buelely system" that would "superimpose" one major U .S. unit
on each ofTri's divisions.53

The result was a program called "Dong Tien" (Progress Together). The three
major goals of the program were (1) increasing the quantity and quality of COffi­

bined anel coordinated joint operations; (2) materially advancing the three major
ARVN missions of pacification support, improvement of combat effectiveness, and
intensification of combat operations; and (3) significantly increasing the efficient
use of critical combat and combat support element s , particularly army aviation as­
sets.54ARVN III Corps and U.S.1I Field Force units would be closely associated
on a continuing basis. As an ARVN battalion reached a satisfactory level of COffi­

bat effectiveness, it was to be phased out of the program and returned to inde­
penelent operations. "Dong Tien" paired the 1st and 25th U.S. infantry divisions
and the 199th Light Infantry Brigade with the ARVN 5th, 25th, and 18th infantry
divisions, respectively. On the border areas, the 1st U.S. Cavalry Division (Air­
mobile) was paired with the Vietnamese Airborne Brigaele.

Accoreling to a postwar study by ARVN lieutenant general Ngo Quang
Truong, the "Dong Tien" program greatly improved the effectiveness of ARVN
units throughout III Corps, and they began to show more aggressiveness, better co­
ordination, and more sustained combat effort.55 For example, the 1st U.S. and 5th
ARVN infantry divisions worked very dosely together, and the repetitive com­
bined operations prepared the ARVN division to assume the American units area
of operation when it was redeployed in 1970. When the 5th ARVN Division moved
its command post to Binh Long Province and assumed control of the old "Big Red
One" area, a major milestone in the Vietnamization process had been passed.

Although these combined operations were fraught with difficulties and were
of varying success, in most cases they were instrumental in increasing the battle­
field proficiency of the RVNAF units. According to former South Vietnamese gen­
eral Dong Van Khuyen, they helpeel pave the way for the South Vietnamese com­
manders anel troops to assume new responsibilities as more U.S. forces began to
withdraw.56 Unfortunately, these programs could not eliminate many of the long­
standing problems that haunted the RVNAF and would ultimately contribute to the
downfall of the South Vietnamese regime. The expaneling RVNAF suffered from a
lack of technical competence, weak staff officers, inexperience at planning and ex­
ecuting large-scale combineel arms operations, and a number of other serious mal­
aelies. Leadership, particularly at the senior levels, lay at the root of a11RVNAF
weakness. As one former South Vietnamese general wrote atter the war, "[U]nless
a commaneler 01' leaeler had profcssional competence, devotion, anelmoral rectitude.
he ccrtainly could not expect his subordinates to bc eledicateel and aggressive ....
Therc was fínally the wiJl and determination to fight. which again elepcnded on 1110­
tivation and leaelership, and without which therc was no scnse in upgrading mcre
physical capabilities."57 This problem greatly concemed General Abrams and his
senior commanders as they tried to prepare the South Vietnamese to assume



responsibility for the war. Program s such as "Pair Oft' and "Dong Tien" were de­
signed to help bolster RVNAF leadership and eombat skills, but they eould not
fulIy repair long-term ilIs in the South Vietnamese system.

Despite eontinuing difjiculties and coneerns, Vietnamization had made
progress in several areas by the cnd at ]969. Because of the modernization effort,
all ARVN units had been equipped with M-]6 ritles, whieh replaeed the older,
heavier M-ls, and had received M-79 grenade launehers and M-60 maehine guns.
The redeployment of U.S. troops had foreed the RVNAF to assume more respon­
sibility for the war, as the number of battalion-sized operations eondueted by tbe
South Vietnamese almost doubled between 1968 and 1969. StilI, eombat per­
formanee of the South Vietnamese was uneven at best. Some units, like the 51st

ARVN Infantry Battalion, did very weII against their Communist opponents, while
others,like the nnd ARVN Infantry Division, were largely ineffeetive in the field
(the 22nd had eonducted 1,800 ambushes during the summer months of 1969 and
netted only six enemy kiIled).58

The MACV Offiee of Information publieized tbe increased partieipation of the
RVNAF, emphasizing that in time the Soutb Vietnamese forces would be able to
stand on their own.59 Despite these claims, many advisers felt that the South Viet­
namese were still too dependent on U.S. forees for support and worried about their
ability to carry on the war by themselves after the Amerieans withdrew.60 The
MACV public relations statements were correet in one sense-it was clear that
time would be neeessary before the South Vietnamese could stand on their own
against the North Vietnamese. The key question to many was whetber there was
t;nough time left before aII U.S. units were withdrawn.

PACIFICATION

While the South Vietnamese regular forees struggled to assume more responsibil­
ity for the fight against the Communists in the field, the pacifieation effort, a eom­
panion pieee of Nixon's Vietnamization policy, eontinued in the battle for the
"hearts and minds" of the South Vietnamese people. The emphasis on pacifica­
tion had actually preeeded the initiation of the Vietnamization program. EarIy
groundwork for this effort had been laid in 1967 with the development of the Civil
Operations and Rural Development Support (CORDS) program headed by Robert
W. Komer.61 The program had traditionalIy taken a baek seat to the "bigger" war
in the field between the U.S. combat units and the forces of the NVA and VC. The

shock of the 1968 Communist Tet offensive highlighted the need to increase the
emphasis on, and assets appIied to, paeification of tbe countryside. Komer's sue­
cessor, WilIiam E. Colby, later wrote that the United States "had finalIy discovered
that the main element ot the war was the war at the vil1age, rather than the war
between battalions."62

I

During the 1968 Communist offensive, aII tbe forees that had been commit­
ted to the paeification program had to be redeployed for the cletense of provincial

capita]s and district towns. Onee the enemy offensive ran its course, the Saigon
governmcnt turned its attention once again to securing the rura] areas. Consc­
quently, a special three-month "Aecelerated Pacifieation Campaign" was launched
in November 1968 to "make coordinated and eoneerted use ot aIl military, gov­
ernmental, and police resourees to bring about maximum seeurity for the rural
areas."63 Beeause the brief eampaign was sueeessful by most measurements, the

Saigon government and U.S. officials instituted the 1969 Paeification and Deve1­
opment Plan to take advantage of the advanees made during the previous effort.

Aeeording to General Abrams, the key to paeifieation was "to provide mean­

ingful, continuing security for the Vietnamese people ."64The new paeifieation plan,
or the Speeial Campaign as it was referred to by the South Vietnamese, ea1led first
for tbe expansion of seeure areas; the seeond stage eal1ed for the government of South
Vietnam to take measures to develop the mra1 areas, maintain law and order, and build
tbe 10eal eeonomies .65Thus, seeurity beeame tbe initial foeus of the paeifieation ef­
fort; without a seeure environment, aII other programs were doomed to failure.

Two instrumental factors set the stage for further suceess by Saigon in the

paeifieation effort, partieularly in regard to improving the rural securitysituation.
First, the Communist forees, stil1 suffering from the effeets of the 1968 battles,
laeked suffieient strength to contest the new efforts by tbe Saigon government in
the rural areas, at least during the latter half of 1969.66 The temporary weakness

greatly enhaneed Saigon's opportunity to make gains. Seeond, the People's Self­
Defense Foree (PSDF) had inereased in strength and popularity. Organized prior

to 1968 to provide a stmeture for loeal self-defense, tbe foree had languished from
laek of partieipation at the hamlet and vil1age láel. Somewhat ironieally, the PSDF
reeeived a signifieant boost from the Tet offensive. Many South Vietnamese vil­

lagers, who heretofore had been at best ambiva1ent about joining Saigon's fight
against the Communists, were shoeked by what they saw as the excesses of the
Communists during the 1968 attaeks and joined the PSDF, taking up arms to pro­
teet their towns, vil1ages, and hamlets. By the end of 1969, over three million mem­
bers had volunteered for the PSDF. Thus, as former ARVN general Nguyen Duy
Hinh asserts, the PSDF movement sueeeeded in rallying the popu]ar masses to sup­

port Saigon's paeifieation effort and eontributed greatly to the maintenance of loeal
seeurity.67

As seeurity inereased, the vilIagers who had fted their homes to eseape the

fighting began to return. As they did, the populated and seeure areas eontrolled
by Saigon began to expand rapidly. By 1971, approximately 2 million retugees ei­
ther returned to their home villages or were resettled elsewhere with govemment
assistanee: this number included 200,000 Vietnamese who had fted Cambodia.68

Ambassador EIIsworth Bunker wrote President Nixon that the pacification

program had flourished in 1969 because President Thieu. for the llrst time. took a
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personal interest in it.69 There is every indication that Bunker's assessment was
correct. Thieu presided over the Central Pacification and Development Council,
the agency charged with coordinating pacification activities, and had a personal
hand in the development of the objectives for the Special Campaign.7° Under his
direction, the program focused on the village. In an attempt to retum the villages
to their own local control, the Thieu govemment allowed the villagers to choose
their own village council, which in tum elected the village chief. In April 1969,
Thieu gave the councils control over their own local security forces, and, in an un­
precedented move, the village councils received control over village development
funds. Thieu also established a special training center for village officials, and
eventually some 17 ,000 leaders passed through the schoo1.71

Due to the strides made in securing the countryside and the momentum sup­
plied by President Thieu, the pacification program made great advances in 1969.
By theend of the year, 90 percent of the vi1lages and hamlets of South Vietnam
were rated as secure or relatively secure; five mi1lion more people lived in
govemment -controlled secure areas than in 1967; and 92 percent of the population
lived in secure or relatively secure areas.72 While these numbers, like many sta­
tistics usedduring the VietnamWar, may be suspect, captured Communist docu­
ments attested to the success of the pacification program in 1969. Late that year,
the Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN, the senior Communist headquar­
ters located near the Cambodian border northwest of Saigon) reported, "In sum,

the Autumn campaign has not met planned results ... [T]he enemy ... has nev­
ertheless fulfilled his most pressing requirements, particularly those of his rural

pacification program ... .'m
The success in the pacification program greatly enhanced the overal1 Viet­

namization process. Secure loeal areas meant that regular ARVN troops could be
released to do battle with the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong mainforce units.

Other important effects included, in particular, increased popular morale, more se­
cure road networks, and heightened identification of the rural population with the
Thieu government in Saigon.

NIXON, US PEACEOVERTURES, AND THE HOME FRONT

While GeneraJ Abrams gradually turned over the war to the South Vietnamese and
alIied efforts intensified in the pacification arena, President Nixon and Henry
Kissinger attcmptcd to e!evise a negotiated end to the war. Although tal' removed
from thc battlefíclds in South Victnam, the action of the two mcn, couplcd with thc
North Vietnamese reaction and subscquent events on the Amcrican domcstic front,
signifícantly afteclee! Vietnamization and U.S. policy in Indochina. Even belore
the Midway announccment in June, Nixon had been making overturcs to the North
Vietnamese. On 14 May 1969, in a televised speech, the president offered an eight­
point peace plan under which al1 foreign troops, both Amcrican and North Viet-

namese, would withdraw from South Vietnam within one year of a signed agree­
ment; an international body would monitor the withdrawals and supervise free
elections in South Vietnam. Nixon wamed the North Vietnamese not to confuse

willingness to talk as weakness, saying, "Reports from Hanoi indicate that the
enemy has given up hope for a military victory in South Vietnam, but is counting
on a collapse of will in the United States. There could be no greater error in judge­
ment."74 Hanoi made no response. According to Henry Kissinger, the North Viet­
namese refused to discuss the presidents proposals.75

In June, retuming to Washington after the Midway conference, Nixon told a
welcoming party gathered on the South Lawn ofthe White House that the 14 May
peace plan and the Midway troop withdrawal announcement had Jeft the door to
peace wide open, saying, "And now we invite the leaders ofNorth Vietnam to walk
with us through that door."76 Kissinger aide Alexander M. Haig recorded that
Nixon hoped that Hanoi (and the antiwar element in the United States) would see
his actions as a sign of his "flexibility."77

On 15 July 1969, Nixon sent Ho Chi Minh a letter. The time had come, he
wrote, "to move forward ... toward an ear1y resolution of this tragic war," and he
promised to be "forthcoming and open-minded" in negotiations. Although the
president did not offer any specific concessions or proposals, he alluded to the offer
that he had made in his 14 May speech, concluding, "Let history record that at this
critical juncture, both sides tumed their face toward peace rather than toward con­
flict and war."78 The letter was to be delivered by French businessman and inter­
mediary Jean Sainteny. Nixon told him to impress upon Ho Chi Minh that the U.S.
president was serious about peace, but he also instructed Sainteny to wam the
North Vietnamese that if there was no breakthrough in the peace negotiations by
1 November, the anniversary of the preelection 1968 bomb ing halt, the president
would feel obliged to resort to "measures of great consequence and force."79 In the
process of making a peace overture, Nixon had essentially issued an ultimatum to
Hanoi.

While the North Vietnamese considered Nixon 's Jetter, Nixon came to the con­

clusion that he had to do something to break the deadlock and back up his ultima­
tum. Historian George Herring maintains that Nixon was fearful that rising do­
mestic protest might doom his efforts to pressure the North Vietnamese into a
settlement.80 Regardless of his innermost motivations, Nixon later wrote that he
had decided to "'go for broke' in the sense that I would attempt to end the war one
way or thc other-either by negotiated agreement or by increased use of force."81
Accordingly, Kissinger instructed his staff to complete a new war plan "designcc1
for maximum impact on the enemy's military capability."82 The result was a plan
e!evisee!by the .TointChiefs ot Stall. coe!e-named Duck Hook. which calIee! for a
massivc tour-day bombing campaign of Hanoi. Haiphong. and other key areas in
North Vietnam, as well as the mining of harbors and rivers and the destruction of
the Red River dike system to bring on extensive flooding. If Hanoi continued to
avoid serious negotiations, Duck Hook would begin on 1 November 1969.



While the bombing campaign planning was underway, the North Vietnamese
agreed to secret talks in Paris between their representatives, Xuan Thuy and Mai
Van Bo, and Kíssinger. Nixon lokl Kíssinger to be firm with the North Victnamcsc.
He was to remind thc Communísts that U.S. troop withdrawals had begun and that
thc United Statcs was prcpared to accept the resull of free elections. If Hanoi was
not prepared to reciprocatc, Kissinger was to reiterate the previously issued ulti­
matum and tell them "that if by November 1 no major progress has been made to­
ward a solution, we will be compelled-with great reluctance-to take measures
of the greatest consequences ."83The secret negotiations began on 4 August 1969.
Kissinger made no headway with Xuan Thuy, who demanded the complete with­
drawal of all American forces from South Vietnam, the removal ofPresident Thieu,
and the establishment of a coalition govemment composed of the Communist Pro­
visional Revolutionary Govemment and the remnants of the Saigon administra­
tion. As Kissinger wrote later, he and Xuan Thuy "had achieved httle except to
restate estab1ished positions."84

The North Vietnamese provided a harsher response to Nixon 's peace overtures
on 6 August, when, as previously described, the Communist forces attacked more
than one hundred villages, towns, and cities in South Vietnam. Kissinger later
wrote, 'The most generous interpretation [ofthe new attacks] could not avoid the
conclusion that Hanoi did not believe in gestures, negotiation, goodwill, or reci­
procity."85 On 23 August, Nixon announced that he was delaying the decision on
additional troop withdrawals.

On 25 August, Ho's reply to the presidents July letter arrived. It was, in
Nixon's words, a "cold rebuff."86 Ho wrote that "the United States must cease the

war of aggression and withdraw their troops from South Vietnam,respect the right
of the population of the South and of the Vietnamese nation to dispose of them­
selves, without foreign infiuence."87 Hanoi's answer was unequivocal; as Kissinger
wrote, the "North Vietnamese were less interested in stopping the fighting than in
winning it.,,88It appeared that any attempt to achieve a negotiated settlement would
be immediately rejected.

However, the situation became more uncertain on 4 September when Ho Chi
Minh died. What this meant for the war was unclear. Many in Congress and the
media urged Nixon to declare a cease-fire, but he was not prepared to go that far.
lnstead, he suspended military operations for the day of Ho's funeral, an act that
prompted more speculation about an armistice.

While trying to ascertain what Ho's death meant for his peace initiatives,
Nixon also had to deal with an increasing1y volatile domestic situation. The anti­
war protesters had been quieted somewhat by the Midway announcement and sub­
sequent withdrawal of the 9th Infantry Division from the Mekong Delta. However,
Laird warned Nixon in early September, "I believe this may be an illusory phe­
nomenon. The actual and potential antípathy for the war is, in my judgement, sig­
ni hcanl and íncrcasíng ,"S<! Laírd was provcn to be eorreet. The death of Ho Chi
Minh and the possíbílíty 01' an armístiee gavc those who wanted the United States

to get out of Vietnam renewed vigor. Antiwar sentiment grew in the press, in Con­
gress, and on the streets of America. Congrcssmen rushed to introduce resolutions
elesigned to elísengage the Uniteel Stales ÍÍ"omVietnam, and the Senatc Foreign Re­
lations Committee called a new rounel of hearíngs on the wal'. Antiwar activists
calleel for a "Moratorium to End the War in Vietnam" to express a broad protest

against the war on 15 Oetober, 15 November, and so on unti! America was out 01'
Vietnam.

In an attempt to unelercut the effects of the Moratorium anel to send a signal to
the new leadership in Hanoi, Nixon announced on 16 September that he was with­
drawing another sixty thousand troops from Vietnam by 15 December. He pointed
out that this additional withdrawal was a significant step and that "the time for

meaningfu! negotiations has therefore arrived."90 Three days later, he saiel that be­
cause of the withdrawal, draft calls for November and December would be can­

celed, and on I December the first draft lottery would be held.91 By these actions,
Nixon was trying to send a message to both the North Vietnamese and the anti-
war movement.

Nixon found himself in a very difficult position. He knew he could not sim-

ply withdraw aIl U.S. troops without abrogating the American commitment to
South Vietnam and risking its loss to the Communists. Thus, he had tocontinue

to fight the war in the field, while at the same time trying to win a favorablesettle­
ment at the peace ta!ks. Concurrently, he had to bolster public support forthe war
at home until he could achieve the negotiated settlement. However, as Nixonbi­

ographer Stephen Ambrose points out, "The war had always been a hard sell; once
Nixon began to withdraw, it was nearly an impossible one."92 Maintaining support
for the war effort proved a difficult challenge, particularly given Nixon 's antipa­

thy for dissidents. Nixon knew he had to get U.S. troops out of Vietnam, but he
was not prepared to show any weakness or even give the appearance that he was
kowtowing to the antiwar protesters.

On 26 September, Nixon reignited the fury of the dissenters at a press confer­
ence. When asked his view of the Moratorium, he replied, "As far as that kind of

activity is concerned, we expect it. However, under no circumstances will I be af­
fected whatever by it."93Despite his denials that the protesters had any infiuence on
his decision making, it appears that they had an effect the dissidents did not antici­

pate: the more vocal and violent the protests, the more bellicose Nixon's attitude.
On 30 September, in a meeting with Republican congressional leaders, the

president made a veiled reference to Duck Hook and his ultimatum to the North
Vietnamese. He said the next sixty days would be crucia! and further stated, "I can't

tell you everything that will be going on, because if there is to be any chance of
success, it will have to be done in secret. AIlI can tell you is this: I am doing my
damnedest to end the war , .. I won't make it hard for the North Vietnamese it they

genuinely want a settlement, but I willnot bc the first President ot thc United States
to lose a war."')i ln a meeting with nine Republiean senators, he let out thc Duek
l-Iook seeret, admítting that a bloekade of Haiphong anel ínvasion ofNorth Víetnam



were under consideration. The next day, the story appeared in a Rowland Evans
and Robert Novak newspaper column; Nixon had leaked the story himselt to get
the attention ot the new North Vietnamese leadership in Hanoi.95

Secretary ot Detense Laird and Secretary ot State Rogers were shocked by the
column and urged the president not to implement the plan. They pointed out the very
low casualty rates over the previous tew months and noted the improved performance
ot the South Vietnamese as a result ot the stepped-up Vietnamization program.96
They pleaded with Nixon not to escalate the war. Undeterred, Nixon responded by
sending a memo to Kissinger, saying, "It would be very helptul it a propaganda
ottensive could be launched, constantly repeating what we have done in offering
peace in Vietnam in preparation tor what we may have to do later."97 Nixon was
preparing to increase the stakes itthe call tor a negotiated settlement did not work.

Nixon's actions had predictable effects on the antiwar dissidents both in and
out ot the govemment. Senator William Fulbright announced new hearings on the
war and said that Nixon had been in otfice tor nine months, but had not made any
"progress in delivering on his campaign promises to give birth to his plans to end
the war."98 Other congressmen, such as Senators John Sherman Cooper, Gaylord
Nelson, Mike Mansfield, Edward Kennedy, and Eugene McCarthy also severely
criticized Nixon and his policies, as did the public. The presidents ot seventy-nine

colleges signed a letter to Nixon urging him to step up the troop withdrawals.
Angry protests were held at Berkeley, Penn, Comell, Duke, and on many other
campuses around the country, and picketers carried signs in tront ot the White
House denouncing Nixon and the war.

Nixon provided an answer to the protesters in his public response to a letter
he had received trom Randy Dicks, a Georgetown University student who ques­
tioned the presidents retusal to be swayed by the Moratorium's appeal to
conscience and urged him to "take note ot the wilI ot the people." Nixon replied
that there was little to be leamed trom the student demonstrations and turther

wrote: "Whatever the issue, to alIow govemment policy to be made in the streets
would destroy the democratic process .... [by giving] the decision, not to the ma­
jority, ... but to those with the loudest voices. Others can say otVietnam, 'Get out
now;' when asked how, they can give the simple, ftip answer: 'By sea.' They can
ignore the consequehces .... [but] history would rightly condemn a President who
took such a course."99

On 15 October, the Moratorium occurred as scheduled. Thousands ot protest­
ers marchecl in cities across the country, induding Chicago, Denver, San Francisco,
ane! Los Angeles. Over 100,000 people in 80ston. 200.000 in New York City. and
more than 250,000 in Washington participatee!. Some otNixon's ae!visers were clis­
turbcd that the Moratorium brought out the mide!le class ane! the middle-aged in
great numbcrs. but the president put out thc word that hc was unmovcd by thc
demonstratiol1s and had spent thc aftcrnoon watching a footb,ill gamc on tclcvi­
sion. Privately, Nixon claimed that the protests "destroyee! whatever smalI possi­
bili ty may have stilI existed ot ending the war in 1969."100

That evening, Nixon began working on a major speech to be delivered on 3
November. Nixon perceived that he had two options regarding South Vietnam: he
eould accede to the protesters' demands ane!aceelerate the U.S. troop withdrawals
unilaterally; or he could escalate the war in an attempt to toree the North Viet­
namese to meaningtul negotiated peace. While drafting his speech, the president
received a great deal ot advice. On 17 October, Kissinger, who had been strongly
affected by the strength ot the Moratorium, urged the president not to escalate until
the North Vietnamese had a chance to respond to the 1 November deadline.101 That
same day, Nixon met with the British guerrilIa-warfare expert Sir Robert Thomp­
son.102The president asked Thompson what he thought about a potential U.S. es­
calation. Thompson was "clearly not in tavor of escalation" because ot the furor
it would eause around the world; he further replied that he thought Vietnamization
was the proper course of action. He realized that this approach meant a continuation
ofU.S. involvement in South Vietnam beyond Nixon's proclaimed target date ofthe
end of 1970, but believed that it was critical forthe United States "to see it through."103

Nixon later indicated that in crafting his decision about escalation and the I
November deadline he considered three factors: the rapidly declining American
casualty figures (and the subsequent hue and cry that would be raised ifhe decided
to escalate the war, causing the casualties to increase); the death of Ho Chi Minh

and any new possibilities that might arise from the new leadership in Hanoi; and
the advice that he received from Sir Robert Thompson.104 He wrote, "In view of
these three factors, and recognizing that the Moratorium had undercut the credi­
bility of the ultimatum, I began to think more in terms of stepping up Vietnamiza­
tion while continuing the fighting at its present level rather than trying to increase
it. In many respects Vietnamization would be far more damaging to the Com mu­
nists than an escalation that, as Thompson had pointed out, would not solve the
basic problem of South Vietnamese preparedness, and that would stir up serious
domestic problems in America."105

Nixon continued to receive more advice as the 3 November speech grew
doser. Secretary of State Rogers urged the president to concentrate on peace, em­
phasizing the Paris talks. Kissinger advised him to take a hard line, stressing the
prospects of Vietnamization. Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield sent him a
memorandum that urged the president to consider the impact of the war on the
home front, writing, "The continuance of the war in Vietnam, in my judgment, en­
dangers the future of this nation .... Mos t serious are the deep divisions within our
society to which this conftict ot dubious origins and purpose is contributing."106

Armed with alJ this advice, Nixon ftew to Camp David on 24 Oetober for a
long weekene!. There he worked twelve to fourteen hours a day writing and rewrit­
ing seetions ot the speeeh. Upon his return to Washington, he continued to work
on the address, going through twelve drafts in the process. While thc president
honed his specch. speculation about what hc woulcl say bccame widesprcad. Many
believed that he would announce new troop withdrawals, and some even hoped he
would announce a unilateral cease-fire.
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VII lVlOnaaymght, j November 1969, President Richard Nixon appeared on
national television and radio to explain the administration's position. Nixon's rnes­
sage was that the United States was "going to keep our commitmcnt in Vietnall1."

The United States would continue tíghting until either tbe COll1munists agreed to
negotiate a fair and honorable peace or the South Vietnamese were able to defend

lhemselves on their own-whichever came hrst. The pace ofAmerican troop with­
drawals would be based on the principles 01' the Nixon Doctrine and be linked to

the progress of Vietnamization, the level of enemy activity, and developments on
the negotiating front.

Saying that the obstacle to peace was not the president of the United States

or South Vietnam, he pointed out that efforts had been made to negotiate with the
North Vietnamese. However, the "other side" had refused to show "the least will­
ingness to join us in seeking a just peace." He predicted that Hanoi would not co­

operate "while it is convinced that all it has to do is wait for our next concession,
and our next concession after that one, until it gets everytbing it wants."

Thus, unable to foresee any gains in the negotiating arena, the president em­
phasized the progress tbat was being made in Vietnamizing tbe war. He explained
that he had changed General Abrams's orders, had reduced bombing operations by
20 percent, and had withdrawn sixty thousand men, while greatly improving
ARVN's equipment and training. Consequently, infiltration was down, as were
American casualties. Despite this success, he wamed that the pace offuture U.S.

withdrawals would be tied to the level of enemy infiltration; and that if enemy ac­
tivity and U.S. casualties increased, "I shall not hesitate to take strong and effec­
tive measures .... This isnot a tbreat. This is a statement of policy."

Having laid out his plan, the president then asked for the support of the Ameri­
can people, saying:

And so tonight-to you, the great silent majority of my fellow Americans­
I ask for your support. I pledged in my campaign for the presidency to end the
war in a way that we could win the peace. I have initiated a plan 01' action
which will enable rne to keep that pledge. The more support I can have from
the Amelican people, the sooner that pledge can be redeemed; for the more di­
vided we are at home, the less likely the enemy is to negotiate at Paris. Let us
be united for peace. Let us also be united against defeat. Because let us un­

clerstancl: North Vietnam cannot clefeat or humiliate the United States. Only
Americans can do that.J07

Nixon was extremely pleased with the speech ancl wrote in his Memoirs that

"very few speeches actually influence the course ot history."108 This was hyper­
bole at its best, tor the president had announced no startling revelations and had

ll1erely said that he was going to keep on doing what he had been doing for the pre­
vious nine months. Public response to the speech was mixed. The media, for the

most part, was not kind to the president. Reprcsentative of the print media response

was James Reston of the New York Times, who wrote, "It was a speech that seemed
to be designed not to persuade the opposition, but to overwhelm it, and the chances
arc that lhis willll1crcly clividc and polarizc thc debaters in the Uniled Slales. wilh­
out bringing thc enemy into serious negotiations.,,!09 The electronic media vlas
no less critical. Bill Lawrence, ABC Television's national atlairs editor, observed

that the presidents speech was "notbing new" politically and appealed, he saicl,
to those who were movecl by words ratber than cleeds; he conc!udecl that the speech
would make little difference to voters six rnonths in the future.llo

The American public responded more favorably. If Nixon intended to soliclify
his support, he did so witb the "silent majority" remark, which apparently struck
a chord. A Gallup telephone poll taken irnrnediately after the speech showed 77
percent approval, and more than fifty thousand overwhelrningly supportive
telegrams and thirty thousand letters of a sirnilar nature poured into the White
House.11l This flood of public backing for the presidents policies also had an im­
pact on Congress. By November 12,300 rnernbers of the House 01' Representa­
tives-119 Democrats and 181 Republicans-had cosponsored a resolution of sup­
port for Nixon's Vietnam policies, and 58 senators-21 Democrats ancl 37
Republicans - had signed letters expressing similar sentiments .112Nixon concltided.
that he had the public support he needed to continue his policy of waging war in
Vietnam while negotiating for peace in Paris until the war could be broughtto "an
honorable and successful conclusion."113 However, Nixon was under no illusion

that this momentary outpouring of support would last and realized that "under the
constant pounding from the media and our critics in Congress, people would soon
be demanding that new actions be taken to produce progress and end the war."114

Nixon's 3 November speech had made no concessions to the protesters, and
the New Mobilization Committee to End tbe War in Vietnam responded with a calI
for a two-day protest. These demonstrations far surpassed even the expectations of
those who had planned them. The events began on 13 November with a dramatic
"March against Death," in which a single file of 40,000 people walked in silence
from Arlington National Cemetery to the White House and Capitol. The protest
reached its climax on 15 March when between 250,000 and 300,000 participants
marched from the Capitol down Pennsylvania Avenue to the Washington Monu­
ment; many marchers carriecl placards reading "Silent Majority for Peace." The
demonstrations of the November Moratorium were extremely peaceful in nature
and, with the October Moratorium, demonstrated the growing strength of tbe an­
tiwar movement and the increasing involvement of mainstream Americans.

The Nixon administration ended 1969 confronted by stalemate on virtually
every front with respect to the war in Vietnam-on the battlefield, at the negotiat­
ing table, and on the American home front. Short of a complete unilateral with­
drawal, the only way to break these impasses was to make Vietnamization work.
Vietnamization and its companion program, pacificalion, were beginning to show
glimll1ers of success: however, the pace ot change was extremely slow. Nixon had
been running the war tor a year, and over 475 ,(lOO U.S. lroops stili rcmainecl in
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Southeast Asia and another 9,145 had been killed. Stili, a Gallup poli reported that
by November, only one out of five Americans supported an immecJiate withdrawal
from South Vietnam.1I5 The key question was how rapidly that percentage would
shift-would the American peop1e give Nixon and his administration the time
needed to complete the process of Vietnamization? Another critical question was
whether the policy itself was a practica1 solution, given South Vietnam's po1itica1
1eadership and the many prob1ems that p1agued both the mi1itary and South Viet­
namese society at 1arge.

ti
JII
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Raising the Stakes

"TALKING AND FIGHTING"

In 1969, the North Vietnamese modified their strategy in the South. Documents
captured 1ater in the war revea1ed that the Communists had concluded after the
1968 Tet offensive that 1aunching a general offensive had been too costly. In April
1969, the North Vietnamese leadership in the South announced to their troops in
Directive 53: "Never again and under no circumstances are we to risk our entire
mi1itary force for just an offensive. On the contrary, we should endeavor to pre­
serve our mi1itary potential for future campaigns."l ln Ju1y, the Communist high
command issued Resolutions 9 and 14, which clo sely examined the mistakes and
shortcomings of the Tet offensive and called for a more economical means of con­
tinuing the fight. Reso1ution 9 was a critical self-ana1ysis, noting both the fai1ure
of the 1968 "General Offensive-Genera1 Uplising" in achieving its overall objec­
tives and the ineffectiveness of Communist proselytizing activities during the cam­
paign.2 Reso1ution 14 called for a de-emphasis of mainforce warfare and a retum
to small-scale actions by local force guerrillas, stating: "We secure victory not
through a one-blow offensive, and not through a phase of attack, not even through
a series of attacks culminating in a fina1 kill. ... Victory will come to us, not sud­
denly, but in a complicated and torturous way.,,3 The result of these directives was
a change in strategy called dua danh va dua dam, whereby the Communists would
"talk ancl fight.,,4 While their ncgotiators pursuecl COl11l11unistobjectives in Paris,
North Victnal11cse anel Viet Cong troops woulcl kcep thc prcssure on the U.S. and
South Vietnamesc forccs on thc battlcficlcl. Howcvcr, this prcssurc, with somc cx­
ccptions, was to be appliecl pril11arilythrough the use 01' rnortar anel sapper altacks,
rather than large-scale eonventional attacks like thosc conducted in 1968. Thc North
Vielnamese hoped to "hang in therc" and wait out Nixon and the United Statcs5

Due to this change in tactics and emphasis, the levcl of fighting in South Viet­
nam subsidcd substantially during thc 1ast months of 1969 and the first part of



1970. Bowever, State Departrnent officials in Saigon wamed in a January 1970 es­
timate of enerny strategy that the Communists remained confident in their ability
to prolong the war until they won6 Hcnry Kissinger madc a similar assessment in
a 7 January memorandum to thc president in which he asserted that, in his opin­
ion, "Hanoi would play for timc until enough American lorces had len to allow it
to challenge Saigon's armed forces on a more equal basis."7 Although the level of
combat in South Vietnam tapered off during the first three months of 1970, Secre­
tary of Defense Laird told the president in an April memo that he beJieved the re­
duction in combat intensity on the battlefield more Jikely resulted from North Viet­
namese design than from American and South Vietnamese efforts. Be emphasized
his perspective that the Communists stili retained the strength and abiJity to raise
the level of combat, but were probably waiting until American forces had departed
before launching another major attack.8

Meanwhile, Vietnamization continued at an uneven pace. In his April memo
to the president, Secretary Laird said that the South Vietnamese continued to lack
effective military and civilian leadership and suffered from chronic instability.9 A
Newsweek article around the same time made a similar assessment of the Viet­

namization program. Acknowledging that the modernization effort was progress­
ing reasonably well -over 500 gunboats had been tumed over to the South Viet­
namese navy, 1,200 VNAF pilots were in training with the U.S. Air Force, and a
number of new and modem weapons had been issued to ARVN, including M-16
rifles, M-60 machine guns, and M-79 grenade launchers-the article noted that
until the South Vietnamese armed forces faced the enemy on their own, the "re­
port card must remain a blank."lo

The continued strength of the Communists and their intractability at the Paris
negotiations, coupled with the slow progress of Vietnamization, effectively resulted
in a stalemate in South Vietnam. This stalemate, part of North Vietnam 's plan, was
becoming a contentious issue in the United States, even among those Americans
who supported President Nixon 's poJicies. Among the antiwar dissidents, the fail­
ure of the administration to end the conflict and bring all the troops home resulted
in an upward spiral of renewed demonstrations against Nixon and the war.

By Apri11970, Nixon had become frustrated with the lack of progress in South
Vietnam. In an attempt to "drop a bombshell on the gathering storm of anti-war
protests," he announced on 20 April a phased withdrawal of another 150,000 U.S.
troops to be completed over the next year./I In his speech, Nixon was upbeat, say­
ing that gains in training and equipping the South Vietnamese had "substantially
exceeded our original expectations"; thus he could announce this new major with­
drawal because Vietnamization was working so well. He stressed that by April
1971 he would have cut in half the number of American troops in Vietnam. How­
ever, he warned Hanoi that "If I concIude increased enemy action jeopardized our
remaining forces in Vietnam. I shall not hcsitate to take strong and eftective mea­
surcs to deal with thc situation.'·12

By annollllcing new t/'Ooprcdllctions. Nixon hopcd to satisly the growing de-

t

mand in the United States for an end to American involvement in Southeast Asia.
However. he also hoped that the timetable for the phased reductions would allay

any tears in Saigon about accclcrated withdrawals. Nevertbelcss, thc announcc­
ment did not please Geneml Abrams, who thougbt that it made U.S. [orces in South
Vietnam vulnerable to new attacks by the Communists and might adversely af­

[eet the progress of VietnamizationP From a purely military standpoint, Abrams
was correct; but poJitically. Nixon had to do something to quiet the protesters and

the growing questions from the American public.
Nixon still wanted to achieve a negotiated settlement in Vietnam. He had

hoped that his 3 November speech would convince the North Vietnamese that he
was serious about continuing the war in South Vietnam if tl)ey refused to negoti­
ate. The Communists, however, observed the U .S. withdrawals and concluded that

the pressure on Nixon to get out of South Vietnam would onIy continue to increase.
Therefore, the Communists could achieve their objectives by a continuation of

"fighting and talking," by waiting out the American president until he had even­
tually withdrawn all U.S. troops. Then they could take over South Vietnam with­
out worrying about American interference.

Angry that the NVA had not taken his warnings to heart and come to the ne­
gotiating table in good faith, Nixon decided that he needed a display of foree"to
show the enemy that we were stilI serious about our commitment in Vietnam.,,14
Events in Cambodia gave him the opportunity for which he yeamed.

CAMBODIA AND THE HO CHI MINH TRAIL

While Communist activity in South Vietnam had decJined in early .1970, it had, if

anything, increased in Cambodia and Laos. Prince Norodom Sihanouk of Cam­
bodia had previously maintained his country's neutrality, despite permitting the
North Vietnamese and Viet Cong to use Cambodian territory along its entire bor­
der with Vietnam for resupply routes and staging areas to support operations into
South Vietnarn. Moreover, Sihanouk had permitted supplies to land at the port of
Sihanoukville and cross overland to the Communist border bases; by this time in
the war. an estimated 85 percent of total supplies to the Communist forces in South
Vietnam traveled via the sea and land route.15 On 18 March 1970. while Sihanouk

was vacationing in Paris. his premier, Gen. Lon Nol, engineered a bloodless coup

and promptly demanded that the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong leave Cambo­
dia. The Communists refused to relinquish their sanctuaries and, in conjunction
with their Cambodian allies, the Khmer Rouge, launched a wave of attacks to se­

cure a strip of Cambodian territory ten to fifteen kilometers wide practically all
along the South Vietnamese frontier. The inexperienced Cambodian army was no
mateh for the Communist forces. and it soon appearccl that the North Vietnamese

ancl Khrncr Rougc troops wcrc going to take all 01' Cambodia east 01' thc Mckong
River. Lcm No! requestecl assistance trom thc United States.



The sanctuaries and Communist supply routes along the Vietnamese-Cambodian
bOl'der had long been a thom in the side of the allied war effort. A delegation of U.S.
congressmen had traveled to Vietnam in 1968 and reported that the North Viet­
namese and Viet Cong were using the eastern provinces of Cambodia as troop­
concentration areas, training eenters, and logistics bases .16The area also included
the southem portion of the Ho Chi Minh Trail, a network of trails, bicycle paths,
roads (some eapable ofhandling heavy truek, tank, and armored personnel traffic),
base camps, and storage facilities that extended along the Cambodian and Lao­
tian borders from North Vietnam to just west of Saigon (see map 3). An intelli­

gence report in early 1970 estimated that an average of 4,000 tons of war equip­
ment and supplies moved down the Ho Chi Minh Trail each month to the
Communist forces operating out of numerous military bases in Cambodia.

These bases were essentially safe havens for the Communist forces, who could
launch operations into South Vietnam and then withdraw into the relative safety of
Cambodia, where they could not be pursued by American ground troops. Gen.
Dave Richard Palmer best described the problem: "Two-thirds of South Vietnam's
population lived in the southem two military regions, both of which bordered Cam­
bódia. Fourteen major North Vietnamese bases stood inside Cambodia, three neigh­
boring the Fourth Corps area and seven by the Third Corps. Some were within 35
miles of Saigofi. As long as they remained 'off-limits' to Allied forces, it was as if
a 10aded and cocked pistol was being held to the head of South Vietnam."17

President Nixon had authorized seeret bombings in 1969 to attack the Cam­
bodian sanctuaries, but the trail and base area complex proved resistant to attack
from the air. The B-52 raids slowed down infiltration through the area, but did not
stop North Vietnamese use of the trail eomplex or the staging areas. By the time
of the Cambodian coup in 1970, an estimated 40,000-60,000 NVA troops were in
Cambodia, and they were expanding toward the central provinces of Kompong
Cham, Prey Veng, and Svay Rieng, which would put them within striking distance
of Phnom Penh.18

The United States could not allow the North Vietnamese to take Cambodia,
because that would essentially outftank South Vietnam. The whole of Cambodia
would become a sanctuary for the North Vietnamese forces, and the overland route
from Sihanoukville would be opened to full-scale resupply efforts. The situation
was Clitical, not only for the U 5, forces remaining in South Vietnam, but also for
the RVNAF as more American troops withdrew, leaving the South Vietnamese to
their own devices. As Gencral Palmer wrote after the war, "So long as Hanoi per­
si.~ted in aggrcssion. so long as thc NVA enjoyed sanctuaries within easy striking
clistancc 01' Saigon ... then so long wOlllclwar Ol the threat of immincnt invasion
cast a dark shadow acrms South Vietnam"!CJ

Sccrctary 01' Dclcnsc Laird had visitcd Saigon in Febrllary 1970. Whilc bricf­
ing him. General Abrams made a strong case for invading not only sanctllarics in
Cambodia, but others in Laos as wel!. However, Laird was unconvinced. That

month, news of secret U .S. bombing in Laos had become publie, prompting an im-
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mcdiate outcry from Congrcss. Laird telt that neithcr Nixon's critics nor a grow­
ing sector ot the American pcople who just wanted thc \Var to be over would ac­
cept any turther widcning 01' the \VaL

Shortly after Lairds retum to the United States, the situation in Cambodia took
a tum for the worse. In a February message to the JCS, Adm. John S. McCain,
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commander in chief of U.S. Pacific Forces, warned that "the Cambodian sanctu­

ary had become a primary strategic base essential to the encmy if he is to accom­
plish his overall objcctivcs against Victnamization"; moreovcr, McCain warned
lhat intelligence indicators pointcd toward a major Comlllunist offensive in Cam­

bocha in April or May20 North Vietnamesc troops proved his warning to be timely
and accurate on 29 March when they began moving westward in the direction of
Phnom Penh from their sanctuary bases in the "Fishhook," a salient that pushed
into South Vietnam west of An Loc, and the "Parrots Beak," Cambodia's Svay
Rieng Province, where the border comes within thirty-three miles of Saigon. The
NVA launched major ground attacks against Cambodian strongpoints all along the
Cambodian-South Vietnamese border and then turned into the Cambodian interior.

Within a few days, the much stronger Communist forces had pushed Lon Nol's
troops completely out of the Parrots Beak area, which was abandoned to North
Vietnamese control on 10 Apri!. By the middle of the month, the Communists

seemed to be preparing to encircle Phnom Penh and the Lon Nol government ap­
peared to be in imminent danger of falling.

Nixon and his advisers had been watching the worsening situation in Cam­
bodia very closely. On 25 March, alarmed at the North Vietnamese assault on Lon

Nol's forces, the president had charged the JCS with drafting a plan for an attack
into Cambodiaby either U.S. or South Vietnamese forees to relieve pressure on
Phnom Penh should the Communist forces directly threaten the city.2l The JCS
pas sed the presidents directive to General Abrams in Saigon, who prepared and sub­
mitted a plan on 30 March to Kissinger and the NSC for the presidents considera­
tion. The plan included three potential courses of action: the first was to urge the
South Vietnamese to increase their cross-border raids into the enemy sanctuaries
(whieh was already happening on a limited basis); the second option was to di­
rect the South Vietnamese to launch larger and more effective forays into Cambo­
dia while providing additional American artillery and air support; the final option
was to initiate a full-scale attack by South Vietnamese forces accompanied by U.S.
advisers into the base areas and supply depots to disrupt the enemy's command and
control elements, demolish his logistical installations, and eliminate COSVN head­

quarters.22 Nixon delayed a decision, and Abrams was told to put the plans on hold
while the administration tried to detelmine what was going on inside Cambodia.

On 19 April, the president flew to Hawaii to greet the crew of Apollo 13, who
had just returned from a near disastrous mission to the moon. While in Honolulu,
Nixon received a briefing on the Cambodian situation from Admiral John S.

McCain Jr., who stressed that the situation was becoming desperate. He told the
president, "Ifyou are going to withdraw another 150,000 troops from South Viet­
nam this year, you must protect Saigon's western flank by an invasion of the Cam­
bodian sanctuaries ."23

McCain 's briefing was on Nixon 's mind lIpon his return to Washington, wherc
a hcatcd dcbate ensuccl over what to do abollt thc situation. On one hand, Kissinger
and thc Joínt Chiets of Statt', bclieving thal Camboclia was in imminent danger af

collapse, urged the president to do something to preclude that potential disaster
fTOmbecoming reality. On the other hand, Secretary of State Rogers warned Nixon
that U.S. intervention in Cambodia, on top 01' the breaking news of seeret U.S.
bombing in Laos, might prove to be a political nightmare for the president.

Despite the potential debacle looming in Cambodia, Nixon went ahead with
his troop withdrawal announcement on 20 Apri!' Such a move in the faee of the
rapidly deteriorating situation on Vietnam's flank was fraught with danger, but the
administration was confronted by a conundrum, which Kissinger later described
in his memoirs: "The dilemma was plain to see. Troop cuts poulticed public sores
at home, but they were evaporating Hanoi's need to bargain about our disengage­
ment. And if Vietnamization was not making good the defensive gaps created by
our withdrawals, we hazarded not only the negotiating lever but South Vietnam's
independence and the entire basis of our sacrifices."24

Nixon found himself caught between the proverbial rock and hard place. He
had to continue the troop withdrawals or suffer a political disaster at home; at the
same time, he also had to do something about Cambodia in order to protect the
Vietnamization effort and provide time to continue the buildup ofthe South Viet­
namese forces. The question was how to do this without igniting a firestorm of con­
troversy at home.

On Tuesday, 21 April, the president met with Kissinger and Richard Helms,
director of the Central Intelligence Agency. Helms briefed the president on the
Communist attacks and emphatically warned the president that the Cambodian
armY faced almost certain destruction. Nixon authorized an immediate transferof
funds and military equipment for Lon Nol's army. He met later in the day with
Kissinger and Laird to discuss strategie options. AII three recognized thal Cam­
bodia would soon fall to the North Vietnamese and Khmer Rouge forces if noth­
ing were done. The loss of Cambodia would bring dire consequences for the Viet­
namization program, destroy Nixon 's timetable for achieving "peace with honor,"
and undoubtedly result in a widening of the war.

Later that day, Nixon sent Kissinger a memorandum that began: "I think we
need a bold move in Cambodia ... to show that we stand with Lon No!. ... They
[the Communists] are romping in there, and the only government in Cambodia in
the last twenty-five years that had the guts to take a pro- Western and pro-American
stand is ready to fall."25 The president called an NSC meeting for the following
day. Meanwhile, the White House received a long message from Ambassador
Bunker and General Abrams. They emphasized the dire consequences for Viet­
namization if Cambodia fell and recommended U.S .-South Vietnamese operations
against the key Communist sanctuaries.26

During the NSC meeting the next day, Kissinger delivered a detailed report
on the military situation in Cambodia. He emphasized that the Communists' dc­
feat of Cambodia or even the expansion of their sanetuary areas would gi ve thcm
the eapability to inflict inereased easualties on U.S. forccs in South Vietnam, and

the resulting sitllation woulcl almost eertaínly endanger thc Vietnamizatíon pro-



gram, thereby potentially torcing a slowdown in the withdrawal ot U .S. torces.
Kissinger enumerated three options. The first was to do nothing, which he de­
scribed in his memoirs as the "preterred course of the State and Detense depart­
ments."27 Kissinger's preferred option, the second, was to attack the sanctuaries
only with South Vietnamese forces. The last op tion was to use whatever forces
were necessary, including American troops, to neutralize a11of the base areas; this
option was strongly supported by Bunker,Abrams, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

The consensus from the ensuing discussion was that the first option was not
viable. The United States could not atford to let the Communists take Cambodia,

despite the potential political fal!out from any direct U.S. involvement. The use
ofU.S. troops was considered, but those at the meeting genera11y felt that the South
Vietnamese should handle the ground fighting and that the United States should
limit its role to air and fire support. Laird and Rogers even opposed this limited
U.S. participation, but Vice President Agnew spoke up, saying that if the admin­
istration real!y wanted to protect Vietnamization, it should attack both sanctuar­
ies and use whatever American troops were necessary.28 Nixon agreed that some­
thing had to be done, but believed that the South Vietnamese should carry out the
strike. He authorized American air support for the Parrots Beak operation, but only

."on the basis of demonstrated necessity.,,29 He did not commit himself to an attack
ot the Fishhook area. Nixon later described his thought proces s in his memoirs:
"Giving the South Vietnamese an operation of their own would be a major boost
to their morale as wel! as provide a practical demonstration of the success of Viet­
namization."30 When the meeting adjoumed, Gen. Earle Wheeler sent Abrams a
message advising mm to begin planning for the Cambodian operation. He said, "Our
objective is to make maximum use of ARVN assets, so as to minimize U.S. involve­
ment,and to maintain lowest possible U.S. profile .... U.S. advisers in Cambodia will
be restricted to those required to control U.S. aircraft if and when introduced ."31

The order to go into Cambodia was wel! received in Saigon by Abrams and
Ambassador Bunker. The Americans had long wanted the freedom to pursue the
Communists into the-Cambodian sanctuaries.32 As for the South Vietnamese, Presi­

dent Thieu had some reservations about sending his troops into the Communist
strongholds in Cambodia, but, in fact,ARVN forces had already made limited for­
ays into the border areas. On 27 and 28 March, an ARVN Ranger battalion, sup­
ported by artillery and tactical air support, had gone three kilometers into Kandal
Province to destroy a Communist base camp. Four days later, ARVN troops pen­
etl·ated sixteen kilometers into Cambodia in pursuit ot the Communists. On 20
April. two thousand ARVN soldiers went into the Pan-ots Beak area and killecl 144
ofthe enemy. Now it appeareclthat Nixon was willing to give the green light tor
a much larger push into Carnbodia.

Attcr the mccting on 22 April. Kissinger rcceivcd a tclephonc call trom tbc
president. Accorcling to Kissinger, Nixon hated to be shown up in a group as being
less tough than his advisers, and in this case the president appeared to be some­
what chagrined that Agnew had been more forceful than he in the NSC meeting.33

Additionally, the president had been pondering what the intelligence brieters had
told him about the Fishhook. They had briefed him that this area was even larger
than the Parrots Beak and reportedly contained the elusive COS VN , the supposed
"nerve center" of the entire Communist effort in Southeast Asia.34 Nixon told

Kissinger that he was thinking about widening his guidance to include attacks on
al! the sanctuaries along the Cambodian border, not just the Parrots Beak, as pre­
viously discussed at the NSC meeting, but also the Fishhook. Kissinger took this
to mean that the president was contemplating the use of U.S. ground troops in a
much broadened Cambodian operation.35

Later that night, Nixon cal!ed again and told Kissinger that he wanted him to
convene a meeting with Adm. Thomas H. Moorer (as acting chairman of the Joint
Chiefs, he was scheduled to replace Gen. Earle Wheeler in July), Helms, and Lt.
Gen. Robert Cushman, deputy director of the CIA, the next moming to "discuss
the feasibility of a combined U.S.-South Vietnamese operation against Fishhook,
in para11el with the Parrots Beak operation."36

The men met with the president on 24 April as scheduled. Moorer and Helms
"were strongly in favor of an attack on the Fishhook sanctuary [and] ... felt it
would force the North Vietnamese to abandon their effort to encircle and terror­

ize Phnom Penh"; they reasoned that the destruction of COSVN and the Commu­
nist supply dumps would buy valuable time for Vietnamization.37 Alexander Haig,
Kissinger's military aide and a former infantry battalion' commander in Vietnam,
agreed with Moorer and Helms, arguing that failure to move on the Fishhook at
the same time as the attack against the Parrots Beak would permit enemy rein­
forcements to "ftow into the Parrots Beak from the Fishhook."38 Therefore, he rec­

ommended that both sanctuaries be attacked, with the main attack being focused
on the Fishhook. Haig had led a group of NSC analysts on a trip to Vietnam in Jan­
uary 1970 to study the situation, and although he had seen "hopeful signs," he con­
cluded that the South Vietnamese forces stil! had some major weaknesses.39 Ac­
cordingly, he told Nixon that while he thought that an attack into tbe Fishhook area
was imperative, he believed that such an attack was clearly beyond the capabili­
ties of the South Vietnamese forces by themselves. An earlier message from
Abrams, which said he could not guarantee tbe success of the proposed raid into
Cambodia without U.S.troops, backed up Haig's assessment.40 Haig, tberefore,
suggested that a combined U.S .-RVNAF force make the main attack into the Fish­
book, with a supporting South Vietnamese attack into the Parrots Beak. Tbe presi­
dent agreed witb the urgency ot the situation and bis advisers' assessments, but stili
demurred. The meeting broke up witboUl a decision.

Afterward, Kissinger, at tbc direction of tbc president, notificd Secretaries Laircl
and Rogers about what was hcing contemplatcd. Kissinger, wbo h~idIess than a high
opinion of the South Vietnamesc capabilities. agrecd with Haig and thc president
on the necessity for U.S. troops. but Laird and Rogcrs had gravc rcscrvations. Thcy
both stressed that the use ot American troops would inftame the war protesters and
Nixon's opponents in Congress. Nixon had already come to the conclusion tbat he
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had to act, but he stili wavered. He knew Rogers and Laird were right about the
probability of strong public and congressional response to what would essentially
be an invasion of Camboclia. He later wrote, "I never had any illusions about the
shattering etfect a e1ecision to go into Cambodia would have on public opinion.1
recognizeel that it would mean personal and politi cal catastrophe for me and my ad­
ministration."41 Stili, he thought a successful attack into Cambodia would serve sev­
eral purposes. Asiele from the most obvious one of destroying Communist base
camps and logistical supplies, it would demonstrate Nixon's resolve to see the war
through to its completion and therefore might break the stalemate at the Paris peace
talks. Additionally, and just as important, a successful operation would provide a
psychologica! boost to the South Vietnamese and demonstrate that Vietnamization
was working. At the very least, Nixon had told Kissinger, "I want to make sure that
Cambodia does not go down the drain without doing something."42

Accordingly, the president authorizeel planning for the combined attack using
U.S. forces as well as the South Vietnamese, but delayed final approval on launching
the operation. Abrams was cabled to begin planning for a combined attack into both
the Fishhook and the Parrots Beak to "get the job done using whatever is necessary."43

On the evening of 26 April, Nixon met again with his principal NSC advisers
to go over final deliberations about the advisability of going through with the op­
eration. According to Kissinger, Nixon had already made up his mind, but wanted
to discuss his decision with Laird and Rogers.44 Kissinger reiterated the essence of
the discussion in his memoirs:

Could we in good conscience continue a withdrawal from Vietnam with Si­

hanoukville reopened and all of Cambodia tumed into one big contiguous base
area? Those within the Administration who balked were mostly concemed
with domestic reaction. No one came up with an answer to the dilemma of
how we could proceed with Vietnamization if the entire Cambodian frontier
opened up to massive infiltration. Nor woulel inaction avoid our domestic
dilemma. If we resisted, we would be charged with escalation; but if we ac­
quiesced in the Communist takeover of Cambodia, our casualties starteel ris­

ing, and Vietnam began to disintegrate, we would be accused of pursuing a
hopeless strategy.45

Laird anel Rogers were vehement in their opposition to the planneel invasion,
but neither provided a substantive argument that swayed the president. Neverthe­
less, Nixon postponed the operation for twenty-four hours. According to Kissinger,
Nixon delayed the attack to quiet further opposition from within the administra­
tion by giving all sieles time to calm e1own.46 On 28 April, the president made his
final e1ecision and Abrams was tolcl to execllte the operation. Nixon later wrote of
his e1ecision, "We wOlllel120 for brokc. for thc big play ... tor all the marblcs ....
A joint ARVN-U .S. Force woulcl 120 into the Fishhook."47

THE PLAN

Once Nixon arrivecl at the llnal elecision to go into Cambodia, the planning was lett
to the military commanelers in the theatcr of operations. On 24 April, Gencral
Abrams had flown to the corps-lcvel headquarters of Lt. Gen. Michael Davison,
commander of II Field Force, to tell him to begin planning for an attack into Cam­
bodia. American commanders, having long wished for authority to follow the Com­
munists into their Cambodian sanctuaries, had been working on contingency plans
for just such an attack since January.48 These contingency planswere dusted off
and revised to include a combined U .S.-RVNAF operation, with Americanand
ARVN forces attacking into the Fishhook, and the South Vietnamese attacking
alone into the Parrots Beak.

Elements of II Field Force Vietnam from III CTZ would make the main attack

into the Fishhook; secondary supporting attacks would be launched from II and IV
CTZs. The allied attack force numbered over fifteen thousand men (ten thousand
Americans and over five thousand South Vietnamese), making it the largest com­
bined allied action since Operation Junction City in 1967. The U.S. units involved
included elements ofthe 1st Cavalry Division, the 25th Infantry Division, and the
11th Armored Cavalry Regiment. The South Vietnamese forces included element s
of the ARVN 1st Armored Cavalry Regiment (ACR) , one armored cavalry
squadron each from the 5th and 25th ARVN divisions, an infantry regiment from
the 25th ARVN Division, the 4th Ranger Group (four ranger battalions), the3rd
Airbome Brigade, and additional units from both II and III Corps (ARVN).

The plan in the Fishhook called for a pincer movement designed to trap ele­
ments of the 7th NVA Division operating there (an estimated seven thóusand
enemy soldiers). To accomplish this, the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment would
drive from the east and southeast and elements of the 1st Cavalry Division would
attack from the west. Meanwhile, the 3rd ARVN Airborne Brigade would be in­
serted into three blocking positions to the north of the Fishhook and, on order,
move south to link up with the 11th ACR and the 1st Cavalry units. At the appro­
priate time, helibome forces of the 1st Cavalry would envelop the enemy's rear. In
addition to trapping the 7th NVA Division, the allied forces were to comb the area
for bases, fortifications, and supply caches. During this phase, U.S. forces were
to find and destroy COSVN, which was thought to be located in the Fishhook. An­
other important objective wasthe town of Snuo!, strategically located at the junc­
tion of Routes 7 and 13 and thought to be a main distribution point into South Viet­
nam for Communist supplies shipped through Sihanoukville. U.S. torces
(including those advising the South Vietnamese forces) would be limited to oper­
ating at a depth of no more than thirty kilometers inside Cambodian territory.

The attack into the Parrots Beak was to begin a clay betore the Fishhook op­
eration anel \Voule! involve thrcc ARVN task forccs, each composed of three in­
fantry battalions ane! an armored cavalry sqlladron. During the initial phase otthe
operation. these torces. totaling S.700 soldiers. \Vcrc to surround Base Arcas 706



ANNOUNCING THE PLAN

and 367, in the tip of the Parrots Beak. Upon completing that action, the ARVN
force would tum west and north to secure the key town of Svay Rieng and to at­
tack Base Area 354.

On Thursday, 30 April, the day after South Vietnamese forces crossed the border
into Cambodia, Nixon explained his reasons for approving the operation in a
nationally televised speech. In what some newsmen described as a belIigerent man­
ner, he insisted that the move into Cambodia was "not an invasi on" but a necessary
response to North Vietnamese "aggression." He stated: "To protect our men who
are in Viet-Nam and to guarantee the continued success of our withdrawal and the
Vietnamization programs, I have concluded that the time has come for action ....
In cooperation with the armed forces of South Viet-Nam, attacks are being
launched this week to clean out major enemy sanctuaries on the Cambodia- Viet­
Nam border .... " The president acknowledged that his decision to enter Cambo­
dia would cause an uproar at home, but said that he had made his decision with­
out regard to the political consequences. He asserted his belief that the majority of
Americans favored the withdrawal of American forces and that this action would

further that end, saying "Whether my party gains in November is nothing com­

pared to the lives of 400,000 brave Americans fighting for our country and for the
cause of peace and freedom in Vietnam." He concluded, "lf when the chips are
down, theworld's most powerful nation acts like a pitiful helpless giant, the forces
of totalitarianism and anarchy wilI threaten free nations and free institutions

throughout the world."49
The response in America to the Cambodian operation was immediate and rap­

idly reached tragic proportions. An earlier leak to the media of the administration 's
decision to support a South Vietnamese operation into Cambodia had already pro­
duced a strong reaction in the Senate, where leading members from both parties
threatened to cut off funds for action in Cambodia.50 However, their reaction was

mild compared to the one greeting Nixon's public announcement that Americans
would accompany the South Vietnamese into Cambodia. An explosive outcry
erupted againstthe administration and its policy in Southeast Asia. Nixon had
promised, or at least hinted, that he was winding down the war as far as American
forces were concerned; he haeljust announced the withdrawal 01' another ]50,000

U.S. troops. Yct now, 1ess than a week later, he was announcing to the nation what
in cffect was an invasi on 01' Cambodia by American and South Vietnamese forces.
Rather than being secn as a prevcntivc mcasure dictated by thc worsening military
situation in Camhodia, thc "incursíon," elespite Nixon"s protestations to thc con­

trary, looked very much likc a widening of thc war to many Arncricans. ;\ ncw
wave 01' violent protests resulteel.51

7gRAISINC Tlll SI;\l(lS

While the protests set off by the presielents announcement rageel, the attack con­
tinued on scheelule. On 29 April, the ARVN forces had launched their part of the
operation, calIeel Toan Thang (Final Victory), by attacking in division strength into
the Parrots Beak. The U.S. forces moved into the Fishhook two days later. The in­
terval between the two attacks negateel the surprise that could have been achieveel
by a more coordinated operation, but stilI both attacks went reasonably welI.

Before dawn on 1 May, folIowing lengthy preparatory strikes by allied artilIery
and tactical air support, leael tanks and armored personnel carriers ofthe 11th Ar­
mored Cavalry Regiment crossed the boreler into Cambodia (see map 4). The U.S.
forces expecteel an entrencheel enemy to put up a hard fight. Col. (eventually Gen.)
Donn Starry, commander of the 11th, later said, "We had reports of extensive
bunker systems, antitank weapons, antiaircraft guns ... we knew that there were
two NVA regiments astride the border in that area we had to go through ."52How­
ever, enemy resistance was light. Presumably, the preponderance of the Commu­
nist forces had escaped farther into the Cambodian interior. Most contacts were the
result of delaying attacks by smalI enemy units, rather than the large, pitched battles
that the U.S.leaelership expected. By 3 May, MACV reported only 8 Americans
kilIed and 32 wounded, which were very 10w casualties for an operation ofthis size
and scope. Enemy losses were reported as 476 kilIed, of which 160 were victims
of tactical air strikes and helicopter gunship attacks.

There were exceptions to the light contact. On 2 May, Colonel Starry's 11th
ACR was ordered to proceed to Snuol, where intelligence reports saiel an NVA bat­
ta1ion or more was digging in anel preparing for batde. Starry entered the town with
over one hundred armored vehicles, and a pitched batde ensueel that lasteel for two
days. On the second night the surviving Communist forces slipped away. In the
proces s of the batde, Snuol was virtually destroyed. The results of this action were
inconclusive, because the retreating NVA soldiers had taken their dead and
wounded with them when they escaped.

Maj. Gen. Elvy Roberts, commander ofthe 1st Cavalry Division, remarked at
the beginning ofthe operation, "We think we have them [the enemy] in a bag."53
However, the attack into the Fishhook failed to filI that "bag" with a large number
of enemy soldiers. Nevertheless, the operations resulteel in the capture and/or de­
struction of sizable quantities of enemy supplies anel materiel. The attackers re­
peatedly came upon large weapon caches and supply dumps, one so extensive that
American troops dubbed it "the City." Discovereel by a battalion 01' the I st Cavalry
Division, this arca was a two-square-mile eomplex that incluclecl 182 separate
stoe ks OJ' weapons and ammunition, cighteen rness halls, a tlring range, a ehieken
anel pig farm, and ovcr four hundred log-eovered hunkers and other shcltcrs con­
taining medieal supplics, fooelstufts, and uniforms54 Later, another hattalion of thc
1st Cavalry Division founel an even larger arca that proveel to bc thc most extensive

THE CAMBODIAN lNCURSION
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While most of the publicity and media attention focused on U.S. and ARVN forces
assaulting the Fishhook, Nixon and his advisers' eyes were on the battles for the
Parrots Beak, which, with the exception of about one hundred American advisers,
was totalIy a South Vietnamese show. The Parrots Beak operation provided one
of the earliest test cases for evaluating the efficacy of the South Vietnamese amied
forces and the Vietnamization program. Accordingly, it was crucial that the South
Vietnamese do well.

As previously stated, the South Vietnamese forces launched their assault into
the Parrots Beak on 29 April (see map 5). They crossed into the region from III
Corps and IV Corps with three major objectives: engage the estimated ten to twenty
thousand enemy troops operating in the area, find and destroy base facilities and
supply caches, and cIear Highway 1 and the Mekong River, the main land and
water routes between Phnom Penh and South Vietnam.

To lead this operation, which he hoped would be a showcase for his newly
revitalized armed forces, President Thieu chose Lt. Gen. Do Cao Tri, command­

ing general of III Corps. Tri was a dynamic and capable combat leader much re­
spected by his officers and men. His aggressive spirit was infectious, and one
ARVN general remarked that when General Tri told his subordinate commanders
of the impending Parrots Beak operation, he "could see the delight in their eyes."S8

One of the reasons that the South Vietnamese morale was so high at the bc­
ginning oj' the operation was that their American advisers had received authoriza­
tion to accompany the ARVN units into Cambodia; thus. thc SOllth Vietnamese

THE ARVN ATTACK

weapons cache ever captured in the war; the troops called it "Rock Island East."ss
A search ofthis area revealed more than 6.5 million rounds of antiaircraft ammu­

nition, a hale million riDc rounds, thousands ot rockcts, several General Motors
trucks, and even telephone switchboards.

President Nixon, exhilarated by early reports ot the allied successes, ordered
the Joint Chiefs of Staff "to take out all the sanctuaries .... Knock themall out so

they can 't be used against us again. Ever."S6 Subsequently, units of the 25th In­
fantry Division invaded an area forty-eight kilometers southwest of the Fishhook,
known as the Dog's Head. Additionally, two brigades of the 4th Infantry Division
attacked into the Se San area, sixty kilometers west of Pleiku. By the end of May,
more than thirty thousand U.S. soldiers were in Cambodia ..

U.S. forces spent the rest of May and the entire month of June finding and
destroying enemy cache sites. The amount of Communist suppIies and equipment
destroyed was staggering, but the Fishhook operation failed to achieve one of its
primary objectives: the discovery and destruction of COSVN, which stilI eluded
the allies. It was later learned that the shadowy Communist field headquarters had fted
the Fishhook area on 19 March and moved west and north across the Mekong River.S7
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ASSESSINGTHE CAMBODIAN INCURSION

clear1y indieated to the South Vietnamese that they would reeeive the fulI baek­
ing of the U.S. high eommand .59

Un]ike the situation in the Fishhook where the attaekers fought on]y Com­
munist rear guards, the South Vietnamese in the Parrots Beak made significant
contact with North Vietnamese maintoree units a]most immediate]y. Over the next
few days, several intense battles raged. Tri later said that in one action his men
"fought the Communists in hand-to-hand combat, using rifles, knives, and bayo­
nets. When it was over, we had ki11ed more than fifty of the enemy, whi]e we suf­
fered on]y five wounded."60 At the end of the first two days' fighting, ARVN had
suffered 30 kilIed and 70 wounded, while 375 NVA dead were claimed.

After the initial battles, the situation stabilized into one more similar to the ex­

perience in the Fishhook as the main NVA body escaped into the Cambodian in­
terior. Against on]y small de]aying forees, the South Vietnamese reached their ini­
tial objeetives, advancing west toward the provincial capital of Svay Rieng and
opening Highway 1. Shortly thereafter, the ARVN forces oeeupied the southem
half of the Parrots Beak. South Vietnamese reinforcements from the ARVN 9th

Infantry Division, five armored eava]ry squadrons, and one ranger group arrived
to assist in clearing the area, bringing the tota] number of South Vietnamese troops
in Cambodia to over 48,000.

The South Vietnamese troops in the Parrots Beak found generalIy the same
kind of enemy fortifications and ]ogistieal facilities that had been found in the Fish­
hook. At Ba Thu, fifty kilometers west ot Saigon, ARVN troops seized what was
apparently a center for outfitting and retraining NVA and VC units. This complex
covered ten square kilometers and included hundreds of houses and bunkers con­
neeted by an extensive road network.

During May and June, the South Vietnamese condueted mobile operations in
Cambodia that kept the Communists off balanee and forced them out of their sanc­
tuaries. At the same time, ARVN elements destroyed more NVA logistical supply
caehes and faeilities. The Communists attempted limited counterattacks in ear1y
June, but they were largely ineffeetive. Later that month the monsoon rains began,
bringing offensive aetion by either side to a ha]t and, for all praetieal purposes, end­
ing the "incursion." The operation had resulted in 344 Amerieans killed in Cambo­
dia, and 1,592 wounded; ARVN easualties included 818 dead and 3,553 wounded.6J
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would gct thc bencllt otU .S. taetiea] air support and B-52 sorties, whieh thc Ameri­
ean advisers eOllld aeeess. i\dditionally, beeausc the ARVN torecs were to reeeive

long-rangc artillcry support from U .S. 8-ineh and l75-mm guns, eaeh ARVN task
torce was assigned Ameriean artillery forward observers trom the U.S. 23rd Ar­
tilIery Group. The invo]vement of the Ameriean advisers and artilIery observers

Despite thc rumr that aeeompanicd the Cambodian invasion in the United Statcs,
the operation was a mdilary Slleeess. The Communisl base areas and logisties
stoekpiles were dealt a serious blow. Thc allics eaplured an imprcssive array ot

supplies and materiel, including 16 million rounds of various ealiber ammunilion;
45,283 roekets; 14 million pounds of riee; 2,892 individual weapons; 5,487 land
mines; 62,000 grenades; and 435 vehicles (see table 7).62It was estimated that the



captured weapons were enough to equip at least an entire Communist division and
thc all1l11unitionsufficient to sl1pply 126 cncll1Y battalions for up to four months
in thc field. Additionally, I 1,700 bunkcrs wcre destroyccJ, and the allies claimcd
11,349 enell1Ykilled (although the CIA ancll11any in the media founcl these num­
bers highly suspeet).63

Noted British eounterinsurgeney expert Sir Robert Thompson, who visited
South Vietnam shortly after the Cambodian operation, believed that the invasion
achieved three important strategie results in addition to the destruetion of Com­
munist supplies. First, it prevented the North Vietnamese from immediately over­
running Cambodia and saved Phnom Penh, thereby preserving the govemment of
Lon Nol and the existence of Cambodia as a nation (at least temporarily). It also
closed Sihanoukville as an NVA supply port and foreed the Communists to bring
aIl supplies down the Ho Chi Minh Trail, thus lengthening their lifeline. FinaIly,
aeeording to Thompson, the invasion showed that Nixon was prepared to use
Ameriean forees offensively to safeguard remaining Ameriean troops and support
and protect the Vietnamization effort.64

For Nixon and his administration, the operation demonstrated the validity of
Ameriea's Vietnamization policy. ARVN had displayed an aggressive spirit and
the ability to eonduct mobile operations against a we11-trained, we11-equipped
enemy. Peter Kann of the Wall Street lournal reported from Cambodia in July 1970
that "Even long-time critics concede that ARVN has been operating efficiently and
effectively-at least by its own standards of operation with South Vietnam. Regi­
ments that rarely ventured out on anything more taxing than a two-day operation
in South Vietnam have been constantly on the move and in contact with enemy
forces for six to eight weeks in Cambodia. South Vietnamese operations in Cam:.
bodia are all the more impressive in that many have been conducted beyond the
range of American logistical and firepower support."65

Advisers with the ARVN troops reported a marked increase in the morale of
South Vietnamese soldiers, who appeared elated that the war had finaIly been taken
out of their country and into the enemy "home" areas.66 Although the operation
had many positive aspeets, a11had not been perfeet, including some low points such
as looting by the ARVN troops at the Chup plantation and Kompong Speu.67 How­
ever, the overa11eombat performance of the South Vietnamese was eneouraging.

The operation gained much-needed time for the allies. The Communists were
unable to launeh any signifieant operations from the Fishhook and Parrots Beak
for the next two years. Despite having provoked eontroversy, the presidents de­
cision to go into Cambodia had lessened the pressure in South Vietnam. The Com­
munist sanctuaries had been dealt a serious blow, and the NVA would need months

to rebuild their Cambodian bases. Having gained more breathing room for both
ARVN and further Vietnamization efforts, Nixon eouleJ earry on with his troop
withe!rawal sehee!ule for the rcst of 1970 ane! into ]971. Thc ARVN forees' partici­
patio!1 in the operation had greatly raisee! their confjclence, ane! they subseql1ently

Table 7. Materiel Captured during CambO(j~~_~~ursion, 1970 _
Incliviclu,i1 weaporls 2,892
Crew-servecl vveapons 2,509
Small-arms ammunition (rouncls) 16,762,167
Antiaircraft ammunition (rounds) 199,552
Martar ammunition (rounds) 68,593
Rockets, 8-40 and 8-41 43,160
Recoilless rifle ammunition (rounds) 29,185
Hand grenades 62,022
Explosíves (pounds) 83,000
Rockets, 107 -mm and 122-mm 2,123
Land mines, all types 5,487
Vehicles, all types 435
Pharmaceutical products (pounds) 110,800
Rice (pounds) 14,046,000
Source: Data lrom Fact Sheet, "Impact on the Enemy 01 the Cambodian Operations," released in Saigon, 14
May 1970. In Southeast Asia Branch Files, US Army Center 01 Military History, Washington, D.C.

assumed more responsibility for the war, particularly in the border areas, while the
American forces prepared for redeployment to the United States.

However, not everyone thought that operation was such a success. Gen. Bruce
Palmer, who served as Westmorelands deputy at MACV, wrote after the war that
the Cambodian raids "fatally wounded South Vietnam's chances to surviveand re­
main free" and that any gains "boomeranged." "Politically," he conc1uded, "Cam­
bodia not on ly spelled a downward spiral of public and congressional supportfor

U.S. operations in Southeast Asia, which finally became proscribed, but also even­
tuaIly resulted in a drastic diminution in U.S. military advisory effort and military
aid for South Vietnam. This was probably the most damaging blow of all for
Saigon."68

Palmer was at least partly correct. Despite the operation 's military suecess, the
Cambodian incursion had eaused a firestorm of controversy at home. College stu­
dents rose up almost en mas se to protest what was to them a clear escalation of the
war. Marches and demonstrations were held at colleges across the country, in­
cluding New York, Ohio, Texas, Califomia, Georgia, Wisconsin, and many other
states. Before May was over, 57 percent of the eountry's 1,350 campuses experi­
enced strikes against classes and protests involving 4.5 million students. On 4 May,
National Guardsmen opened fire on a group of student s demonstrating against the
war at Kent State, killing four (two of whom were not involved in the protests). On
14 May 1970, ten days after the Kent State University killings, a similar incident
took place at Jackson State College, a predominantly African American institution
in Mississippi. After two nights of campus demonstrations, a violent eonfrontation
ended when police and state highway patrolmen fired into a dormitory, killing two
stl1dents and wOl1nding twelve. On 8 May, over 100,000 Amcrieans marehcd on
Washington protest ing thc war: the government callcd out regular troops to handlc
thc e!isturbancc



Congress's response to Nixon's decision to send U.S. troops into Cambodia
was no less vigorous. In June, it rescinded the 1964 Tonkin Gulf Resolution, which
successive administrations had used as authorization for the war. On the day that

the Cambodian operation officia11y ended, 30 June, the Senate passed the Cooper­
Church Amendment, which prohibited the expenditure of public funds for any fu­
ture introduction of U.S. ground forces into Cambodia. The House rejected the
amendment on 9 Ju1y, but the corresponding debate demonstrated that a growing
number of those in Congress were clear1y unhappy with Nixon's widening of the
war.69 By the end of August, the Senate was debating the McGovem-Hatfield
Amendment, which set a deadline for American withdrawal from Southeast Asia
on 31 December 1971 , alIowing the president to extend the deadline by sixty days
in an emergency. The amendment received wide editorial support. The Washing­
ton Post calIed for its passage, saying that it would "end the shell game" in South­
east Asia.7° Although the amendment was defeated by a vote of 55 to 39 on 1 Sep­

tember, similar legislation would be brought up in Congress several more times,
increasing the pressure on Nixon to end the war.

The Cambodian invasion and its aftermath also had a negative impact over­

seas. In contrast to Nixon's assertion that U.S. influence and prestige depended
on decisive action against the Communist sanctuaries, the response of American
alIies, in the words of British prime minister Harold Wilson, was generally one of

"apprehension and anxiety."71 In June, a secret polI conducted in four European
and four Asian countries by the U.S. lnformation Service "showed a considerable
declinein U.S. prestige-apparently as a result of the May-June operations in
Cambodia-in almost a11of the countries sampled."72

While the antiwar demonstrators, critics in Congress, and overseas observers
condemned Nixon, many Americans still supported the president. A Newsweek poll
thesecond week of May showed 50 percent approval of President Nixon's deci­
sion to send troops into Cambodia.73 The White House received near1y a half mil­
lion letters andcards, most ofwhich supported the president. On 20 May, 100,000
construction workers, stevedores, tradesmen, and office clerks marched through

Manhattan to display approval of Nixon and his policie s in Southeast Asia.
Despite this support, Nixon knew that he was running out of time in Vietnam.

He had to increase the Vietnamization effort and continue the U.S. troop with­

drawals before his country tore itself apart. On 30 June, the president went on tele­
vision and announced the completion of the Fishhook and Parrots Beak opera­
tions. Be saicl: "With American ground operations in Camboclia ended, we shall
muve forward with our plan to encl thc war in Victnam and to secure the just peace
on which all Americans are united ... [thc Cambodian incursionJ wil1 savc Ameri­
cans and alliccl torces in the future: wil1 assure that thc withclrawal ot Amcrican

troops trom South Victnam can proceed on schedule: will enablc our progress uf
Vietnamization to continue on its current timetable; and should enhance the

prospects for a just peace ."74

As 1970 clrew to a close, military and civilian leaders on the U.S. side tried to as­
sesS the progress of Vietnamization. The RVNAF performance during the Cam­
bodia operations, particular1y in the Parrots Beak, was greatly encouraging. The
South Vietnamese had taken the offensive against entrenched North Vietnamese
forces and the ARVN forces hacl performed reasonably well. The U.S. Army Ad­
visory Group with III Corps (ARVN) reported that the operation "gave the South
Vietnamese soldiers a psychological boost that resulted in a soaring esprit de
corps." The report further stated that "of great importance was the conduct of the
operation itself. Despite minor errors in planning, tactics and techniques, the op­
eration, controlled from start to finish by South Vietnamese commanclers and staffs,
was an unqualified success."75 Another after-action report from the 1st Cavalry
Division rated the performance of the South Vietnamese troops in Cambodia as
"excelIent."76

The leadership of Lieutenant General Tri, ca11edby Time magazine the "Pat­
ton of Parrots Beak," was particularly encouraging; he had very effectively coor­
dinated a complex operation.77 Tri, for his part, was very pleased with his soldiers'
performance; they had done very well against seasoned NVA troops, displaying a
fighting spirit heretofore not seen among most South Vietnamese troops.

Even more than demonstrating the increased combat effectiveness of ARVN,
the operation greatly improved the morale of the RVNAF and the confidence of
the people of South Vietnam. Even though the ARVN forces had encountered some
difficulties in Cambodia, they had met the Communists on their own turf ancl been
successful in holding their own (albeit with U.S. combat support). This was par­
ticularly true of those units that had operated beyond the thirty kilometer limita­
tion and therefore fought without U.S. advisers. Former ARVN Brig. Gen. Tran
Dinh Tho, writing after the war, said that "to operate without U.S. advisers was a
source of pride for ARVN tactical commanders .... [T]hey felt more self-assured
of their command abilities and, in fact, they all proved that they could manage by
themselves."78 Gen. Dave Palmer agreed and later called the Cambodian incursion
"a benchmark in the maturing of ARVN ."79

President Nixon, clear1y believing that the Cambodian operation validatecl his
Vietnamization policy, wanted to spreacl the word that the South Vietnamese hacl
acquitted themselves well on the battlefielcl. He tolcl his advisers to devise "a posi­
tive, coordinated administration program for getting across the fact that this mis­
sion has been enormously successful. ... "BO

Despite this explicit guidance trom the White House and the positive rcports
from othcr quarters, not all U.S. commandcrs in South Vietnam were so positivc
about thc outcomc of thc operation and thc state uf Victnamization. Lt. Gen. Arthur
S. Collins Jr., the commandcr ot I Ficlcl Force Vietnam who oversaw the northem

flank of the incursion, was particular1y disappointed with the performancc of II
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Corps commanders and troops; he concluded that ARVN was "no match" for the
NVA and that developing a reliable ARVN fighting force, at least in II CTZ, would
takc a long time.x1

A doser examination of the South Vietnamese performance bcars out many
ot Collins's commcnts. The fighting in the Parrots Beak had not been intense over
a protracted period; after the initial c1ashes, the Communist forces evacuated the
area without putting up much fight. The South Vietnamese troops used during the
operation were mostly from more elite units, Iike the armored cavalry, airborne,
and rangers, rather than from the mainstream of South Vietnamese troops. Even
when General Tri used normal ARVN units, he organized task forces under
colonels and lieutenant colonels, bypassing the much politicized division com­
manders and their staffs, who played almost no role in tbe operation.82

The Cambodian incursion also highlighted continuing tactical and support
problems. South Vietnamese artillery stilI had trouble providing c10se and continu­
ous fire support to the ground forces; the problem would only increase as U.S. ar­
tillery units were withdrawn and ARVN had to depend on its own artillery for sup­
port. As a result of these artiIlery deficiencies, ARVN commanders relied heavily
on U.S. tactical air support; consequently, many advisers questioned whetber tbe
South Vietnamese forces would be able to succeed witbout it.83Anotber recurring
problem was the inability of the South Vietnamese to han dle the complex weapons
systems that they had received from the U.S. Arrny. The armored units tbat par­
ticipated in the Parrots Beak were plagued by poor maintenance, gasoline short­
ages, inadequate spare parts, and faulty communications.84

These assessments also applied to other ARVN units that had not participated
in the Cambodian operation. In I Corps Tactical Zone, where no cross-border op­
erations had occurred, Lt. Gen. James W. Sutherland, U.S. XXIV Corps com­
mander, reported that although the South Vietnamese leaders from corps to bat­
talion were "good to excellent," they were hampered by the "Iack of competent
small unit leaders" and "stilI not ready to stand on their own."85

The U.S. media, while in many cases acknowledging the successes of ARVN
in Cambodia, also questioned how effective the South Vietnamese forces would
be in the long run. Newsweek noted that ARVN had developed a new confidence,
but the article further stated: "Not even the intense euphoria of the Cambodian ex­
cursion can overcome low pay, corruption, and lackluster leadership."86

The lack of leadership continued to be a persistent problem affticting not only
small units. In fact, the more serious problem may have been at the most senior
levels of the RVNAF. With the exception of a few aggressive leaders like General
Tri, most of the senior ARVN officers, including division commanders and those
above them, remained too politicized and were more concerned with Saigon paIace
intrigue and personal creature comforts than with fighting the Communists.87 A
perfect example of poor leadership at a higher leve! was that of the ARVN 7th Di­
vision, which had assumed responsibility for the sccurity ofthe Mekong Delta [rom
thc U .S. 9th Division upon its departure fmm South Vietnam. By February 1970,

the division, whose commanding general was by all accounts extremely weak, had
"suffered severe sctbacks.,,88 The 7th was not an isolated case. Gen. William West­

moreland, U.S. Army chief ot staff and former MACV commander, visited SOllth
Vietnam in July 1970 and saw "a need to c1can house in thc scnior ranks of thc
Victnamcsc Army"; he pointed out to Presidcnt Thieu that thcrc wcre "many young
coloncls capable of assuming general officcr rcsponsibilities and eager to do so"
and rccommcnded "forccd retirements" for thosc scnior officers found wanting.89

Unfortunately, Thieu did not take this advice to heart. Senior leadership would con­
tinue to pose a serious problem for the RVNAF for the rest of the war.

Despite the overall credible performance ofthe RVNAF in Cambodia, serious
fundamental dcfccts c1early had to be addressed if the South Vietnamese were to
stand alone once the United States had withdrawn aIl its forces. Poor leadership,

organizational problems, politicalization of thc senior officer corps, irtability to
provide adequate combat support, and logistical sustainment difficulties stilI
plagued the South Vietnamese forces. Yet signs existed that Vietnamization was
working. In any case, more time was necessary to cure these fundamental ills,

Following the allied operation in Cambodia in May-June 1970, South Viet­
namese forces took over defense of the Soutb Vietnam-Cambodia border' in the

eleven provinccs c10sest to Saigon in Military Region III. By August 1970 ARVN
had taken over the mission of securing Soutb Vietnam's entire border with Cam­

bodia and a large portion ofthe one with Laos. The on1y exception was a small area
in the Central Highlands (Military Region II), stilI guarded by a brigade uf the U.S.
1st Cavalry Division. By the latter part of 1970, ARVN had assumed the prim ary
combat burden for operations around Khe Sanh and in tbe A Shau Valley, a tradi­
tional Communist stronghold; some ARVN units did so well that U.S. advisory
teams were withdrawn.9°

Many in the Nixon administration were encouraged by thcse events. Ambas­
sador Bunker was particularly optimistic about the future success ofVietnamization.
ln a cable to the president in January 1971, he providcd the following assessment:

1970, thc first full year of Vietnamization and implementation of thc Nixon
Doctrine in Southeast Asia, saw an incrcase in confidence on thc part of the
GVN, RVNAF, and thc pcople of South Viet-Nam as thc favorable cffects of
the Cambodian opcrations wcrc fclt, tbe tempo of the war declined, U.S. troop
rcdcployments continued, and pacification gains were consolidatcd and fUr­
ther extended .... Thc Victnamese have seen that the relatively rapid with­

drawal of our troops has brought no military defeats, but rather improved per­
formance by their own forces. The carly apprehension has now givcn place
to a sense of satisfaction that they are approaching the point wherc thcy can

go it alonc .... 91

Others wcre not so sanguine ahout the viability of Vietnamization, particularly

as a strategy for discngagcment. The controversial plan continucd to bc a hotly



debated topic in Congress. Democratic sen atol' Ha1'OldHughes ot lowa said that
"Vietnamization is a semantic hoax - what it denotes is simply an extension ot the
Johnson toreign policy. It will not get us out ot Vietnam; rather it will perpetuate
our involvement."92 Senator George S. McGovem, Democrat from South Dakota,
was more emphatic, saying, "As I understand the p1'Oposal,Vietnamization directs
the withdrawal ot American troops only as the Saigon armed forces demonstrate their
ability to take over the war. Yet a preponderance ot evidence indicates that the Viet­
namese people do not feel the Saigon regime is worth fighting for. Without local sup­
port 'Vietnamization' becomes a plan tor the pennanent deployment ot American
combat t1'Oops,and a strategy for disengagement .... The policy ot Vietnamiza­
tion is a cruelhoax designed to screen from the American people the bankruptcy
of a needless military involvement in the affairs of the Vietnamese people."93

Even some in the military were pessimistic about the long-range p1'Ospectsfor
Vietnamization. An analysis prepared by members of the Anny Staff for the Joint
Chiefs stated the opinion that time was running out for Vietnamization. The report
asserted that when the United States finally relinquished the conduct of the war to
South Vietnam, the South Vietnamese anned forces would find themselves so pre­
occupied withproviding security fór the people that they would find it impossible
to carry on the fight against the enemy's conventional forces, a task thus far bome
by American troops. A1though the report acknowledged that the destruction of
enemy base areas in Cambodia might forestall a collapse ofthe South Vietnamese,
it toresaw an eventual Communist victory.94

By year's end, Nixon had been bombarded by a wide range of conflicting as­
sessments. Nevertheless, he maintained the administration line that things were

getting better every day in South Vietnam. Nixon later wrote in his memoirs: "As
long as the Communist troops in South Vietnam could not depend on the Cambo­
dian sanctuaries for supplies, ammunition, and reinforcements, I felt that the ARVN
forces, which had been greatly improved and strengthened by more than a year of
Vietnamization, would soon be able to defend themselves and their country.,,95 Be
took every opportunity to share this sentiment publicly. On 4 January 1971, in a
televised interview with four representatives from the television networks, Nixon
responded to a question from Boward K. Smith of ABC, who asked what would
happen in 1972, when "our role is virtually eliminated, we are passive, we have
tew troops there, then the North Vietnamese attack and begin to come into con­
trol at the country. What is our policy then? Do we stand aside?" Nixon replied
that by 1972, thc North Victnamcse might welllaunch an attack, "but I am con­
vinced that at that time ... the South Vietnamese, based on the watcrshcd that oc­

currcd when they jelled and hccame a fighting, confident unit after thc Camhodian
intervention, I am convinced that thcy will be able to hold their own and dcfend
thcmsclves in 1972."1)(,

Although Nixon put up a positive public tront, he was a realist. He was somc­
what encouraged by the news from the battle front, but the upheaval at home,
caused by the decision to go into Cambodia and subsequent demonstrations around

the country, had increased the pressure on him to speed up the disengagemcnt of
U.S. forces from thc war. Be realized that the American public was becoming more
war weary as the fighting continued with no end in sight.

As the president contemplated his strategy tor the com ing new year, the U .S.
troop withdrawals continued unabated. The 3rd Brigade of the 9th Infantry Divi­
sion went home in October, and in December, the 4th and 25th infantry divisions
departed. By the end of 1970, only 335,000 U.S. troops remained in South Viet­
nam.AdditionaIly, the III Marine Amphibious Force, the 1st Marine Division, and
the 11th Annored Cavalry Regiment were aIl scheduled to leave in the first part
of 1971. As more U.S. troops were withdrawn and further withdrawals were an­
nounced, morale among those left plummeted, and disciplinary problems, includ­
ing "fragging of officers," mutinous behavior, and drug abuse, became the norm;
the U.S. Anny in Vietnam appeared to be in danger of disintegrating.

Thus, even though Nixon's Vietnamization polky apparently was beginning
to show mode st signs of progress, the president once again confronted a dilemma.
Be needed time to correct continuing defects in the RVNAF before South Viet­
namese forces could assume complete responsibility for the war. At the same time,
he had to keep up the pace of U.S. withdrawals. The war had become "Nixon's
War," and he was under fire from every quarter to end U .S. involvement in South­
east Asia. Bowever, if he withdrew American troops too quickly, the South Viet­
namese were doomed. Complicating the matter, Nixon's twin policy oftroop with­
drawals and Vietnamization was proving incompatible with U.S. peace efforts in
Paris. Kissinger wrote in his memoirs that, in addition to the "serious blow to the

psychological basis for a coherent strategy" that had been inflicted by congres­
sional discussion ofthe McGovem-HatfieldAmendment, "North Vietnam had an­

other disincentive to negotiate. We were pulling outAmerican troops so fast as to
place a burden of credulity on Vietnamization; in the process we lost the bargain­
ing leverage inherent in offering a speedup in our withdrawals in retum for a gen­
uinely free political choice by the people."97

At Kissinger's urging, Nixon tried another peace overture to the Communists.
In a nationally televised speech on 7 October 1970, he proposed a standstill cease­
fire, a ha1t to U .S. bombing throughout Southeast Asia, and a peace conference to
bring an end to the fighting throughout lndochina. He said that he was ready to dis­
cuss a timetable for the withdrawal of all U.S. forces. Be invited Banoi to partici­
pate in a political settlement based on the will otthe South Vietnamese people, but
rejectcd the "patently unreasonable" dcmand that the United States dismantle the
organized non-Communist torces98 Finally, he caHcd for both sides to release all
prisoners 01' war.

Nixon's proposal was signilicant for a number of reasons, not thc least 01'

which was that tor thc Jirst timc the president had saicl publicly he woulcl acccpt a
cease-fire in place. el1cctivcly dccoupling thc issuc af a ccase-hrc trom the ques­
tion of mutual troop withdrawal. In his memoirs, Kissinger confirmecl the pro­
posal's importance, saying, "The decision to propose a standstill ceasefire in 1970
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thus implied the solution of 1972. That North Vietnamese forces would remain in
the South was implicit in the standstill proposal; no negotiations would be able to
remove t!lem it we had not been able to expel them with toree ot arms."9'J This
decision would eventually have disastrous etleets tor South Vietnam.

The presidents speech won immediate praise [lOm all quarters in the United
States, including trom some of his harshest erities on Capitol Hill.IOO However, the
hopes fostered by the speech were short-lived. The next day, Xuan Thuy, one of
Hanoi's representatives in Paris, issued a statement rejeeting Nixon's proposals out
of hand and refusing even to diseuss them, ealling them a "great fraud" designed
to "legalize and perpetuate the intervention of the United States in Indoehina."101

On 12 Oetober, Nixon made another announcement. He said that Viet­
namization was going so well that he was speeding up the withdrawal of forty tbou­
sand troops and would have them home by Christmas. The announcement was a
politi cal move designed more for show than effect; the troops had been scheduled
to come out in January 1971 anyway. Nixon claimed later that his 7 Oetober speech
and the accelerated troops withdrawal "went so far toward removing the obstacles
to a settlement that they effectively silenced the domestic antiwar movement by
placing the burden squarely on the North Vietnamese to begin serious negotia­
tions."102 Removing obstacles to peace and quelling dissent may have been his
intent, but the tactic did not work. The North Vietnamese remained intractable.

Lacking their agreement to discuss potential peace initiatives, the president was
forced to continue both his emphasis on Vietnamization and tbe withdrawal ofU.S.
forces.

Nixon and Kissinger spent November working on strategy for the coming
year. Kissinger recommended that Nixon make an announcement that he was re­
ducing U.S. troops by another 100,000 beginning immediately and to be completed
by December 1971. Thus, sufficient U.S. forces would remain to provide security
for the South Vietnamese elections scheduled to be held in October. Once the e1ec­

tions were over, U.S. forces would be below 180,000 and the president could speed
up the withdrawal by announcing smaller, more frequent reductions. Sometime
in 1971, depending on the situation, the president should announce that he was end­
ing U.S. partieipation in ground combat. By the summer of 1972, fewer than
50,000 Ameriean soldiers would be left in South Vietnam; that residual force would
remain to assist the South Vietnamese until there was a settlement. Kissinger pro­
po sed that the North Vietnamese be offered a more rapid U.S. withdrawal in retum
for a cease-fire. If the North Vietnamese refused, the allies could expect a Com­
munist offensive, probably in 1972. As Kissinger later wrote, "The outeome of the
war would depend on whether the South Vietnamese, aided only by Ameriean air
power, would be able to blunt the assault. Peace would thus come either at the end
of 1971 or at the end of 1972-either by negotiations or by a South Vietnamese
eollapse."103

Clearly, the ncw year would bring new ehallenges for the South Vietnamese
and Vietnamization. Kissinger wrote, "If wc were serioLls about Vietnamization,

we had to manage, in spite of our domestic dissent, three coneurrent efforts until
Saigon eould stand on its own feet: American troop withdrawals; the rapid strength­
ening ar South Vietnam torees; and the progressive weakcning ot the cnemy." 104
These etforts would combine to give the South Vietnamesc forccs their next big
test in 1971 during Operation Lam Son 719, when they would go into Laos with
limited U.S. support and no American ground forces.


