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down. Thus [Senator Mike] Mansfield could be dismissed as spineless, as “milque-
toast”; thus [Senator J. William] Fulbright could be castigated as a “crybaby.” Though
Johnson on occasion showed himself quite capable of asking probing questions ip
policy meetings, he had little patience with those who tried to supply probing ap-
swers. His macho ethos extended to relations among states. “If you let a bully come
into your front yard one day,” he liked to say, in reference to the lesson of Munich
“the next day he will be up on your porch and the day after that he will rape your wifé
in your own bed.” In such a situation, retreat was impossible, retreat was cowardly,
Johnson’s approach did not make him reckless on Vietham—he was, in fact, exceed-
ingly cautious—but it made him quite unable to contemplate extrication as anything
but the equivalent of, as he might put it, “tucking tail and running.”

This personal insecurity in Johnson, so much a feature of the recollections of
those who knew him and worked with him, might have been less important in Vietnam
policy if not for the way it reinforced his equally well documented intolerance of dis-
sent. Even in the early months of his presidency he was incredulous to learn that some
Americans might be opposed to his policy of fully supporting South Vietnam; it was
un-American, he believed, to make an issue during the Cold War of national security
matters. Throughout his career Johnson had made his way in politics by intimidation,
by dominating those around him, and he did not change this modus operandi once he
got the White House. “I'm the only president you have,” he told those who opposed
his policies. His demand for consensus and loyalty extended to his inner circle of ad-
visers, a reality that, when combined with his powerful personality, must have had a
chilling effect on anyone inclined to try to build support for a contrary view. . . .

In this way, while responsibility for the outcome of the policy process rested
with all of those who participated in it, it rested chiefly with the president. Johnson,
no one else, ensured that the critical decisions on Vietnam were made by a small
and insular group of individuals who by the latter part of 1964 had been involved in
policy making for several years in most cases, who had overseen the steady expan-
sion in the U.S. commitment to the war, and who had a large personal stake in seeing
that commitment succeed. . . . Johnson was poorly served by his advisory system,
but it was a system he in large measure created.

An Unwinnable War
ROBERT K. BRIGHAM

Three alternative military strategies have been put forward since the end of the
Vietnam War as missed opportunities for a U.S. military victory. They are: (1) inva-
sion of North Vietnam; (2) incursion into Laos; and (3) concentration of U.S. forces
on defense of “enclaves.”

When each is reexamined carefully, in light of recently released information
from new Chinese and Vietnamese sources, we find that none of them would likely
have produced a better outcome for the United States.
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An invasion of North Vietnam was enthusiastically advanced by some in the
U.S. Army. They believed that the United States should have attacked the North di-
rectly, north of the demilitarized zone (DMZ) at the 17th parallel. Military leaders
who supported this strategy, however, overlooked the threat of China and, on occa-
sion, even appeared eager for a direct confrontation. Secretary of Defense Robert S.
McNamara was convinced, in contrast, that an invasion of the North carried an un-
acceptable risk of bringing the Chinese into the war. He reasoned that Beijing would
act in its own self-interest and would never surrender its buffer area to the West.
Gen. Bruce Palmer Jr., Gen. William Westmoreland’s deputy in Vietnam, agrees. He
argues in his book The Twenty-Five Year War that “one cannot quarrel with the de-
cision not to invade North Vietnam because it was too close to China.” In addition,
as Palmer recognized, a war with China would have had little to do with American
objectives in Vietnam and could even have led to millions of unnecessary deaths.

New documentary evidence from Hanoi and Beijing supports the worst U.S.
predictions. We now know that North Vietnam asked for and received security
commitments from Beijing from 1960 onward. In 1962 a Vietnamese delegation
headed by Ho Chi Minh and Gen. Nguyen Chi Thanh visited China, requesting aid
for the southern struggles. The Chinese communists pledged an additional 230 bat-
talions to the Vietnamese if needed. The following year, Beijing’s military chief of
staff, Luo Ruiqing, visited Hanoi. He told Ho that if the Americans were to attack
the North, China would come to its defense. In June 1964 the North Vietnamese
Army’s chief of staff, Van Tien Dung, received Beijing’s pledge of “unconditional
military support.” During the Tonkin Gulf crisis of August 1964, Chinese commu-
nists placed their naval units stationed in the area on combat readiness and ordered
them to “pay close attention to the movement of American forces” and be prepared
to “cope with any possible sudden attack.” The Chinese air command went on
alert, and the Seventh Army’s air force was moved to the Vietnamese border, where
it remained for several years. Four other air divisions were also moved closer to the
border, and Beijing built two new airstrips in anticipation of an American invasion.
American intelligence reports also detected the Chinese movement of nearly forty
MiG fighters to the North Vietnamese airfield at Phuc Yen.

In 1965, when the sustained bombing of the North began under Operation
“ROLLING THUNDER,” the Chinese agreed to step up their commitment to Viet-
nam as a rear area and deterrent. Beijing pledged repeatedly that it would avoid a di-
rect military conflict with the United States as long as possible, but it would not back
away from a confrontation. On March 25, 1965, an editorial in the Party’s official
newspaper announced that China had offered Hanoi “any necessary material support,
including the supply of weapons and all kinds of military materials.” It stated further
that, if necessary, China was prepared to “send its personnel to fight together with the
Vietnamese people to annihilate the American aggressors.” Shortly after these state-
ments, China sent the first wave of its combat engineers to Vietnam to aid in the con-
struction of antiaircraft batteries, railroads, airports, bridges, and roads. By 1968, the
number of Chinese serving within North Vietnam’s borders reached 200,000. . . .

Some analysts have suggested that China may have backed away from its mili-
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hardened. Until the end of 1964, China’s official policy concerning U.S. planes fly-
ing into its airspace was to avoid a direct confrontation. By mid-1965, however, this
policy had been reversed. Accordingly, there were nearly two hundred confrontations
between China and the United States, resulting in the destruction of twelve American
fighters. Even after relations between Vietnam and China had soured, the evidence
indicates that Beijing’s own self-interest would have led it to defend its “buffer zone”
in Indochina. . . .

China was motivated to aid Vietnam by its own foreign policy needs. Beijing
hoped to use its support of the war in Vietnam to stimulate mass mobilization within
China for the Cultural Revolution. Chinese leaders claimed that Beijing was the cen-
ter for continuous revolutions and that the United States threatened that central role.
China repeatedly claimed that it would support Vietnam by any means necessary,
“even at the expense of heavy national sacrifice.” Accordingly, when a Vietnamese
delegation visited Beijing in April 1965, China pledged to aid Hanoi economically
and militarily. Aid came in the form of armored vehicles, small arms and ammuni-
tion, uniforms, shoes, rice, and even recreation equipment for North Vietnamese
soldiers. Chinese communist sources claim that more than $200 million in material
aid was sent to Hanoi annually beginning in 1965.

At the time, other considerations were also thought to preclude taking the war
to the North. During the early years of the war, the Sullivan Group, a presidential
advisory group, had concluded that attacking the North would do little to reduce its
support for the war in the South. For example, the group predicted:

It is not likely that North Vietnam would (if it could) call off the war in the South even
though U.S. actions would in time have serious economic and political impact. Overt ac-
tion against North Vietnam would be unlikely to produce reduction in Viet Cong activity
sufficiently to make victory on the ground possible in South Vietnam unless accompanied
by new U.S. bolstering actions in South Vietnam and considerable improvement in the
government there.

Indeed, the war had always been fundamentally about the political future of
Vietnam south of the 17th parallel, and a direct attack by U.S. ground forces against
North Vietnam would have had little or no positive effect on meeting this objective.
The United States came to understand too late that the insurgency in the South was
primarily indigenous. During the early days of the insurgency, we now know, it was
the southern cadres who pressed Hanoi to allow them to move toward the armed
struggle. Attacking the North to stop the insurgency was strategically meaningless,
given the U.S. objective of preserving the South Vietnamese government in Saigon.
By 1968 it was understood in Washington that the NLF would have continued to
carry the fight to the South Vietnamese Army, and it would have remained in control
in the countryside no matter what happened in North Vietnam.

Many southern cadres felt betrayed because of the 1954 partition of Vietnam,
which left them vulnerable to the brutal efforts of the anticommunist Ngo Dinh Diem
to exterminate them. Thereafter, the southerners tended to stress the need for a deci-
sive battlefield victory prior to engaging in peace talks. Communist documents show
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Writing after the war in a special issue of a military history journal, Le Duc Tho,
a longtime member of the Party’s political bureau, noted that southerners often en-
gaged in offensive struggles “in spite of orders to the contrary by northern cadres.”
This is especially true after Gen. Nguyen Chi Thanh became director of the Central
Office South Vietnam—the mobile command post in the South—in 1965. Nguyen
Chi Thanh was a southerner who had long advocated a more military pursuit of
the war effort. During the early 1960s, he argued that victory over the South Viet-
namese and their American backers would come only on the battlefield. “If we
feared the United States,” Nguyen Chi Thanh declared, “we would have called on
the people of southern Vietnam to wait and coexist peacefully with the U.S.-Diem
clique. We are not afraid of the United States. . . .”

An attack against the North, therefore, was a losing strategy on several counts.
It virtually guaranteed a war with China. If China intervened, one could only sur-
mise what the Soviets would do, in an attempt to retain their leadership of the world
communist movement. Neither did such a strategy take account of the irrelevance of
an invasion of the North regarding saving the South Vietnamese government from
collapse. And finally, neither did such a strategy acknowledge the probable conse-
quences—north and south—for U.S. forces. The probable casualties would have
dwarfed the actual U.S. casualties from the war, leading in all likelihood to severely
hostile reactions in the U.S. Congress and American body politic.

Former U.S. Army Col. Harry Summers has long been one of the most outspoken
advocates of the invasion of Laos. Summers argues that a combined military action
into Laos could have blocked the Laotian panhandle from being used as a base by
North Vietnamese forces. After blocking the flow of men and supplies South, Sum-
mers contends, the South Vietnamese forces could have isolated the battlefield from
communist incursions originating in Laos and destroyed the NLE.

The U.S. Army actually considered this proposal during the war but ultimately
rejected it as unacceptable. When Army Chief of Staff Harold K. Johnson explored
the option, he concluded that it would require support services beyond U.S. capabili-
ties. For example, he found that such an operation demanded the astounding total of
18,000 engineer troops to make the operation feasible. Alas, the United States did not
have available 18,000 engineer troops for assignment to Vietnam and Laos. Further-
more, U.S. intelligence reports reliably reported that, until mid-1969, the majority
of communist forces in the South were actually southerners, who had not need of
a sanctuary in Laos in which they might prepare to “invade” South Vietnam. They
were already there.

The Trong Son, or Ho Chi Minh Trail, ran through the Laotian panhandle. Ad-
vocates of the Laotian invasion strategy believe that by invading Laos the United
States could have effectively cut off the trail, stopped supplies heading from North
Vietnam to South Vietnam, and thus won the war. But it is clear now, years later,
that the southern insurgency could have survived without the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
All the conditions that created the insurgency would still have been present.The
NLF was never dependent on the North for its sustenance, in any case.

Finally, the force that Summers proposed would probably have met with the
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in Laos, where U.S. combat losses were higher in a relative sense than those within
the territory of Vietnam. Thus, the “barrier across Laos” strategy ignores the reality
of jungle war and the extraordinary disadvantages the U.S. would have had in such
a war with the NLF and North Vietnamese. . . .

Leading military strategists in Hanoi agree that cutting off the Ho Chi Minh
Trail via an invasion of Laos would have accomplished nothing for the United States.
Gen. Doan Chuong, director of Hanoi’s Institute for Strategic Studies, recently ad-
dressed the issue as follows:

If the supply route had been truly cut off during the war, this would have been a very
serious development. That is why the strategic Truong Son Road [Ho Chi Minh Trail]
was constructed and involved such elaborate precautions, as you know. We not only had
trials on land, we also had a “sea trail.” In addition to the East Truong Son Road, there
was a West Truong Son Road, with numerous criss-cross pathways, like a labyrinth. So it
would have been hard to cut it off completely. As you know the U.S. applied various meas-
ures to block it: bombing, defoliating, sending in commandos, setting up a fence called
“McNamara’s Line,” concentrating air strikes on the panhandle area, and so on. Still, the
route remained open. . . . We could not, and in fact did not, allow the Trail to be cut off. . . .

William C. Westmoreland, the U.S. field commander from 1964—-1968, opposed
the Laotian invasion strategy. In his memoirs, General Westmoreland recalls with
amazement that many of his critics—within the military and without—*"“considered it
practicable to seal land frontiers against North Vietnamese infiltration. . . . Yet small
though South Vietnam is,” he pointed out, “its land frontier extended for more than
900 miles.” To have defended that entire frontier, according to General Westmore-
land, would have required “many millions of troops.”

A cardinal error of advocates of the Laos incursion, it would appear, is their use
of the U.S. experience in Korea as a model for what they believe should have been
done in Vietnam. But the Korean Peninsula presented problems for the infiltration
of men and supplies far different from what was faced in Vietnam. Surrounded by
water on three sides, the actual Korean frontier was quite limited. Not only is the
Vietnamese frontier, in this sense, almost 1,000 miles long, or roughly the distance
from Boston to Chicago; in addition, the Truong Son Mountains of Indochina, along
which supplies moved north to south, are home to the largest triple-canopy jungle in
the world outside of the Amazon Basin. Detection and interdiction of the movement
of supplies is nearly impossible in such conditions, which can create almost total
darkness at noon on a sunny day.

A third alternative U.S. strategy in Vietnam—gathering U.S. forces into enclaves
located in or near strategic assets—is in some ways more sophisticated than the in-
vasion strategies directed at North Vietnam and Laos. Those advocating this strategy
showed that they understood the nature of the war on the ground in South Vietnam:
a fundamentally indigenous insurgency that could be successfully combated, if at
all, by the application of counterinsurgency techniques in the South.

At the heart of this notion is the idea that U.S. troops would occupy a support-
ing role by controlling the densely populated coastal areas. The South Vietnamese
forces would thereby be free to move inland from coastal bases, where they would

The Vietnam War 451

communists would never be strong enough to drive the U.S. Army into the sea. At
worst, its adherents claimed (as some still claim), the enclave strategy would have
bought time for South Vietnam to become stabilized, at minimum cost in American
lives and material. An added feature, it is claimed, is that the insurgency itself
would actually weaken once U.S. troops secured the heavily populated coast.

The enclave strategy, however, like the other alternatives, has not been without
its strident critics. They assert that herding U.S. forces into enclaves would have
disallowed the Americans from taking maximum advantage of their most potent
weapon—superior firepower. Considerable doubt has also been expressed as to the
ability of the South Vietnamese Army to carry the battle inland to the NLF. Time
and again, the South Vietnamese proved they were no match for the NLF’s com-
mitted guerrillas.

General Westmoreland was absolutely opposed to the enclave strategy. He be-
lieved bringing American combat troops into the major coastal cities of the South,
including Saigon, would constitute a huge mistake. He saw the potential for them
to get embroiled in the daily street demonstrations and other political conflicts that
plagued the South. When Gen. Earle Wheeler, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, recommended the enclave strategy to Westmoreland as one that would free
the South Vietnamese for offensive operations in the countryside, the field com-
mander pointed out that approximately 40 percent of the South Vietnamese forces
were always available for, or committed to, combat operations in any case. . . .

In fact, a variant of the enclave strategy had been tried before, by the French,
and it had failed miserably. Col. Quach Hai Luong, deputy director of Hanoi’s Insti-
tute for Strategic Studies, recently argued that the Americans would have met a sim-
ilar fate if they had withdrawn to enclaves: “That would conjure up a situation that
was similar to what happened during the French war. The French had also concen-
trated their forces in the big cities. If you do that, then you would be able to control
various outlets [i.e., ports] and economic and political headquarters. If you want to
occupy a country for a long time, as the French did, then that’s what you would do.”
As Quach Hai Luong went on to point out, however, the Americans had no wish to
occupy Vietnam in the traditional sense, as the French did. To him, this meant that
the strategy of enclaves would make even less sense for the Americans than it did
for the French. At least the French goal—long-term occupation of Vietnam—was
consistent with the strategy, even though it failed. But for the Americans, he could
see no benefits to it whatsoever.

Many who have compared the American and French military experiences in
Vietnam agree. Bernard Fall, a French journalist and scholar with vast experience
in Indochina, wrote in 1961 that the enclave strategy invited disaster because it con-
centrated conventional forces in an area where it could not dispense its weapons, for
fear of alienating the local population. Revolutionaries, according to Fall, could iso-
late enemy forces for attack and simply use the village or rural area as a sanctuary.
This was certainly the French experience along the central Vietnamese coast on
Highway 1—La Rue Sans Joie, or “The Street Without Joy.”

After the war, Harry Summers recalled an encounter with a North Vietnamese
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prepared to turn back an invasion of South Vietnam by North Vietnam. If that had
been the nature of the problem, the United States might have been successful. But
what they encountered, and what some analysts still find it impossible to accept, is a
war in the South that was fundamentally a war among southerners. Each side had a
more powerful patron—the NLF was allied to Hanoi and the South Vietnamese gov-
ernment to the United States. And in this kind of war, the United States, along with
its uninspired and hapless South Vietnamese allies, did not “know the territory.”

Any strategy, including those just reexamined, would have required for its suc-
cess a viable South Vietnamese government with credibility in the eyes of the South
Vietnamese people. No government in Saigon after November 1963, when Diem was
assassinated, was credible in this sense. From 1965, therefore, when U.S. combat
troops first arrived, the situation in Saigon was politically untenable. In the end, no
American strategy could have reversed the outcome in Vietnam, because the NLF
and its North Vietnamese allies had committed to total war. Each was prepared to
sustain casualties, far beyond American estimates, without giving up the fight. Any
war would have been a war of attrition on the ground. And it is obvious, looking
back, which side was willing, as John Kennedy said during his inaugural address, to
“pay any price, bear any burden.”
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