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Аннотация
It is January of 1965 and without warning the North Vietnamese launch their Tet Offensive against the South, routing the American supported army and rolling over territory without a fight. In a matter of days it appears as if the Communists are about to score their biggest victory in the Cold War since Stalin’s armies rolled over Eastern Europe at the end of World War II, while the West is on the verge of an unprecedented defeat. In Washington, President Lyndon B. Johnson cleans house at the Pentagon and reaches across the political divide to a man who has built a career out of being tough on the Reds: former Vice President M. Richard Nixon, a man in the wilderness of politics after a career ending defeat. With Nixon as Secretary of Defense, the United States sends more than a million men to South Vietnam and proceeds to bomb the North back to the Stone Age, but it is not enough, as the North Vietnamese refuse to give up and beg for terms of peace. Is it time to think about the unthinkable? Told in the form of an oral history by the men and women who fought, protested and profited from the Vietnam War, Beating Plowshares into Swords is a look at the history that never was, but might have been, and a very different 1960’s than the one we remember.

For years I’ve heard historians and armchair warriors claim that America fought the war in Vietnam with our hands tied behind our backs; that we really could have won if only North Vietnam had been bombed into to a waste land; if only the Ho Chi Minh Trail had been cut; if only a million more men had been sent in country; if only we had wanted to win. In this short novel, I attempt to construct a scenario where the United States military put the hammer down on the North Vietnamese and what the consequences of such a policy would have been for America, Indochina and the wider world. At the same time I constructed different fates for such historical personages as LBJ and Nixon, Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King, as seen thought the eyes of fictional characters: a young man fighting in the jungles of Southeast Asia, a General working in the halls of the Pentagon and the Oval Office, and an idealistic school teacher marching in the streets of America’s cities. History is a great Leviathan, driven by ego and ambition, fear and avarice, ignorance and insight, brute instinct and sheer brilliance, and most of all by forces far beyond the control of any one person no matter how much power they possess. It is full of fascinating What Ifs and Beating Plowshares into Swords is but one of them.


F.C. Schaefer
Beating Plowshares Into Swords: An Alternate History of the Vietnam War


The following is an excerpt from Plowshares into Swords: an Oral History of the 1960’s, by Frank Shepherd, to be published next month by Harper-Smith.
Earl Lee Halton
Brigadier General
United States Army
The last place I had expected to be on the first Monday in April of 1965 was sitting in Richard Nixon’s office. I had just returned from two years in Germany as a Brigade Commander with NATO, looking forward to a posting as an instructor at West Point and watching my two children prepare to enter college; while Mr. Nixon had been Secretary of Defense for less than a month. The day before I was scheduled to leave Stuttgart, new orders arrived directing me to report to the Pentagon. Once there, I was directed to the SecDef‘s office, where I found myself across a desk from Mr. Nixon with no idea why I was there.
Of course in a larger sense the reason both of us were there was because of the ongoing debacle in South Vietnam. At that point in time the situation was this: The Communists had been watching the internal situation in the South deteriorate ever since the over throw of Diem-revolving door governments, political squabbling-and they had decided the time was right to go for broke. On the last day of January they rolled out of their bases in Laos and Cambodia, over 90,000 North Vietnamese Regulars backed up by an equal number of Viet Cong guerrillas. They sure had the South Vietnamese Army (ARVN)’s number; it folded like a cheap card table. In six weeks the Communists had over run the Central Highlands and reached the outskirts of Hue and Da Nang. Saigon was being hit by shell fire at will, almost a half dozen provincial capitals had fallen, and Highway One was in danger of being cut in a dozen places. If that was to come to pass, the entire country would effectively be chopped in half. We were faced with the worst foreign policy crisis since Korea and Lyndon Johnson’s second term was going down the toilet after only two months. The old cliché was true: we’d been caught with our pants down. When it hit the fan in Southeast Asia, somebody’s head had to role in Washington and the unlucky goat happened to be Robert McNamara. I was never sure if he was fired or just resigned, depends on whose book you read.
I believe President Johnson’s decision to appoint Richard Nixon Secretary of Defense at this moment of crisis to be one greatest acts of leadership in American history. By bringing into his administration the nominal leader of the opposition party and a man who missed being elected President in his own right by only a few thousand votes, President Johnson was sending a message to Ho Chi Minh that America was damn serious about this war and that we still possessed leaders who were able to rise above partisan differences. Sadly, this message was lost on the many individuals right here at home who were quite vocal in their hostility to our efforts to save the free people of South Vietnam.
Mr. Nixon wasted little time in taking control of the situation and was looking for advice from outside the usual circles; that was where I came in. It turned out he had read a transcript of a lecture I had given at the Army War College three years earlier, where I discussed my experiences fighting the Communists in Asia. He told me that he was very impressed by what he had read and it helped that I had a good recommendation from Gen. Wheeler, the Chairman of the JCS and one of my former COs. So when he learned I was between posts, Mr. Nixon decided he wanted to meet with me. Getting to the point, he told me that he was interested in my extensive service in the Far East and the impressions it had made on me. Prior to my arrival the Secretary had reviewed my record and recited it back to me word for word-my first time under fire on Okinawa as a scared Second Lieutenant a year out of the Point, occupation duty in Japan, then back into combat in Korea as the commander of an infantry company.
It was my first experience with the Secretary’s phenomenal grasp of detail. I had seen the man on TV many times, but it barely hinted at the intensity he projected in person. He was far more than the five o’clock shadow and jowls caricature of the famous editorial cartoons. There was no attempt at small talk; he wanted to find out just what I knew about Southeast Asia. During our interview, I was subjected the most intensive grilling of my entire military career. Whatever he was looking for he must have seen it in me, because when we were finished I received a job offer. “We are in a desperate situation in South Vietnam” he said, “and I am going to need a man with me who knows which end of the gun the round comes out of. I can get all the advice I want from State Department paper pushers and DOD bureaucrats, but I need a man who can go out in the field and know what to look for and come back here and tell me what is really happening in Vietnam. At the same time I need someone who can go over there and tell Gen. Westmoreland and his staff what is going on in this office. I do not intend to be a prisoner of the so-called ‘regular channels’ when this country is facing such a crisis as we are in Vietnam today. I might add that President Johnson shares my feelings on this.”
I realized the opportunity that had just fallen into my hands, but felt I had to protest, saying he could go down the hall to the first men’s room he came to and knock on any stall door and find a more qualified individual for that job than myself “That’s the problem,” Mr. Nixon replied, “I don’t want somebody who’s been commanding a desk for the past year, I need you. Gen. Wheeler thinks highly of you.” With that I accepted on the spot. My official title would be Assistant to the Secretary of Defense and my duties would be whatever the Secretary assigned to me. Of course it was my obligation to accept, that was what my country paid me to do, but I didn’t know what I was getting myself into-none of us did.
On my first day with the Secretary’s staff, I was given all the intelligence reports and analysis from Saigon and then was asked to give my opinion and breakdown. I did my best to wade through hundreds of pages of reports and memorandums, most of which were “eyes only,” and they painted a very bleak picture of the situation on the ground in Vietnam. Despite heavy bombing by B-52s, the NVA offensive rolled along at will. The worst news concerned the South Vietnamese Army, it was disintegrating under the relentless pressure of the enemy-they had less than three effective divisions left in the field-and no amount of material aide from the US would reverse the situation. Besides advisors, the only men we had on the ground in country were a Marine Brigade at Da Nang. I told Secretary Nixon that based on what I had read; South Vietnam would be forced to surrender by midsummer. The Secretary then dispatched me to Saigon, where I was ordered to give this same assessment to Gen. Westmoreland and his staff. This I did, and was given quite an earful in return from MACV on just what they needed to save the South. “We can’t do this job with 20,000 advisors, pretty soon there’ll be more of them than men left in the ARVN.” I went up in a helicopter and got a good view of the situation around the South Vietnamese capitol-from the horizon, in every direction, I could see smoke rising from fire fights with the Communists who were as close as 20 kilometers in some areas. While I was there, the third shake up in the ruling South Vietnamese military council in as many months occurred.
Of course my actions were all part of an effort to pave the road for a decision that had already been made. America needed to go in with ground troops in a big way, it was the message I got from MACV; Westmoreland was about to formally request two Infantry Divisions and that was only the beginning. Secretary Nixon was way ahead them, but he had to convince both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue and after that they had to do the same to every Main Street in the country. In a matter of days we had a formal proposal to take to the White House that would put two Infantry Divisions and one Armored Brigade in South Vietnam in 90 days, with at least two more Divisions ready to be deployed in 6 months. In order to meet the challenge in Vietnam and simultaneously honor our other military commitments around the world, especially in South Korea and Europe, it would necessitate expanding the Army and Navy by at least 500,000 men. This was going to mean some tough choices.
On the 17th of April, I was part of the group that accompanied Secretary Nixon to the White House to take part in meetings to brief the President and the National Security Council on our troop proposal. This was my first meeting with President Johnson, the single most intimidating individual I ever encountered in my 30 years in the Army, and that includes every top Sergeant I knew. It was amazing to watch Secretary Nixon and the President interact, both of whom were master politicians, and I was never sure if they really trusted or even liked one another, but they both must have recognized that circumstances had compelled them to work together. The President had saved Mr. Nixon from political oblivion and Secretary Nixon would save the President’s Administration from disaster in South East Asia. What was also fascinating was the relations between Mr. Nixon and President Johnson’s other foreign policy advisors, most of whom-Rusk, Bundy, Rostow-had originally been appointed by President Kennedy. Despite their obvious differences, everybody took great pains to be on the same page when came to Vietnam.
I’m sure from the beginning that the President had already made up his mind to go to whatever lengths necessary to save South Vietnam, but it was another thing to have the dirty business of it laid out in black and white. Mr. Johnson’s face grew pretty grim as the Secretary explained the troop buildup that would be needed and the costs of implementing it. The thing that made most of the men in that room wince was the prospect of massively increasing draft calls and canceling some college deferments, things that would be very unpopular. There was much discussion about this, but the President ended it by saying “This is one hell of a Goddamn mess, but we’re gonna do what it takes to clean it up. I’m not gonna be the first President to lose a war.” “You follow this plan and you won’t be Mr. President.” was the Secretary’s answer.
I had just made a short presentation concerning manpower needs when the question of casualties came up, that prompted Adlai Stevenson, the U.N. Ambassador, to ask about the possibility of negotiation. Secretary Nixon quickly shot that down, “We must never appear weak; our enemies must never doubt that we mean business. This is the first opportunity to deal the Communists a military defeat since Korea. We negotiated with them there and as a result, a lot of brave men died to achieve nothing more than a stalemate. The brave men we’re sending to South Vietnam deserve better.” (On the way out of the White House, after the meeting, The Secretary remarked to me “We sure as hell knew what we were talking about when we called him Adlai the Appeaser.”) President Johnson concurred with this line of thinking and that was the last mention of negotiations. That was the only other option, other than the buildup, that was discussed in that meeting and I know there have been many so-called historians that will dispute that fact, but I will swear on a Bible or anything else that my recollection is true. As a result of the decisions made at that meeting, President Johnson went on TV two nights later and announced to the nation that we were committing ground troops to South Vietnam.
Now came the hard part. The plan was to introduce at least 150,000 personnel into South Vietnam in less than three months and then we learned that the country did not even begin to have the infrastructure to support that kind of force. The first problem was the lack of port facilities and air fields. The only places ocean going vessels could unload was Saigon and Cam Ranh Bay. Therefore, I spent a month in the Pacific helping to hire every contractor in Thailand, South Korea, Japan, and Australia who could have a crew in Vietnam before the end of June; because they were going into a battle zone, Uncle Sam had to pay some of them more than four times the going rate. A lot of money also went to employing every independent cargo ship in the Pacific in order to move 50,000,000 tons of supply and material to the Philippines, there to await disbursement to the battlefront. It was money well spent; by early October we were able to start moving several million tons annually through Cam Ranh and Da Nang and had a dozen new air bases, six of them capable of handling jets. Every professional soldier is taught that whoever masters the logistics, wins the war, but in time we were to find out that the North Vietnamese had learned the same lesson, and learned it very well.
We did catch a break that summer of ‘65 because the North Vietnamese offensive ran out of steam in late May. With the onset of the rainy season, they dug in and prepared to hold on to their gains, which at that point consisted of well over 50 % of all South Vietnamese territory. I believe that if they had kept up the pressure, we would have been looking at something like a Dunkirk in the South China Sea. Starting in mid-July, American troops began pouring into the South, and with their arrival came the first large scale engagements with the enemy, which in turn led to the first casualty lists. That meant coffins coming home to a lot of small towns and big city neighborhoods and every one of those coffins only raised the stakes higher. Nothing less than “victory” will redeem the supreme sacrifice and as MacArthur stated, there is no substitute for it. Simultaneous with the troop arrivals in Vietnam were the increase in monthly draft calls, which were more than doubled to 40,000 a month in July and then increased by an additional 7,000 in September.
This necessitated the canceling the deferments for all first year college students, the first of many politically unpopular decisions that had to be made. This of course created an atmosphere of resentment on many campuses that was used by opponents of our efforts to save South Vietnam among college faculties and the so-called intellectual elite. That individuals are still required to make sacrifices for their country was a notion alien to this ilk and I’m sorry to say they mislead many young people. That they would compare the American President to Hitler was particularly repellent to me. It is amazing how many rotten apples nearly ruined an entire generation.
In early November American forces in Vietnam went from a defensive posture to an offensive one and we had great success initially. The pressure was taken off Hue and Da Nang and shells were no longing falling on Saigon, but as they pushed into the Central Highlands and toward the Cambodian border the resistance stiffened considerably. The North Vietnamese proved to be skilled jungle fighters and I have to admit that our boys were pretty green and they paid a severe price for their inexperience. Entire Companies were ambushed and the losses were severe. Of course in warfare some things cannot be taught, they must be experienced, I saw the same thing in Korea. These unpleasant facts of war can be hard to explain to the public and this brought even more criticism of our policies, especially in the Congress. It was only a matter of time before our superior numbers and technology would wear the enemy down, but nobody seemed to have any patience.
I accompanied Secretary Nixon to Saigon in mid December for a progress report. There has been some controversy about the meetings there between the Secretary and Gen. Westmoreland. It has been purported that the Secretary of Defense compelled the General into committing himself to end the war by a fixed date and promising him a blank check on whatever additional men and material that would be needed to achieve it. I personally sat in on every meeting that occurred and can attest that no such discussion happened. If such a conversation occurred privately, then the Secretary never mentioned it to me or acknowledged it officially. The 75,000 men that arrived in January 1966 was part of the original troop commitment. As I had originally believed, our superior numbers, coupled with the lessons of real combat, began to pay off in the early months of the new year when the enemy began to yield ground in the Central Highlands, where most of the major towns and strategic real estate were recaptured.
By early March the North Vietnamese seemed to be in full retreat back to their sanctuaries in Laos and Cambodia; in many provinces they had just melted away. At the Pentagon, the assessment was that the war was virtually won; Secretary Nixon believed it was no longer possible for the Communists to win militarily and it was time to declare victory. President Johnson was prepared to present his terms to the North Vietnamese for ending the conflict.
It turned out that old Ho and Gen. Giap were far from beaten, they’d only strategically retreated and regrouped. They had also done a lot of infiltration behind our lines, making the most out of their greatest advantage: the ability to blend in with the South Vietnamese population. No matter what, our boys would always be white men in a yellow man’s country. On the opening day of the North’s counter-offensive, a Viet Cong demolition team breached the security of the US Embassy in Saigon and destroyed half of the building, a terrible humiliation for us. But that was hardly the least of it, they were also able to seize part of Saigon and it took the Marines three weeks of house to house fighting to route them out. The enemy struck in nearly 30 provincial capitals from the Delta to the DMZ and hitting most American bases, barracks and supply depots. Especially hard hit were Quang Tri, Hue, Kontum and Pleiku. I’ll give the Communists credit, their Great Spring Offensive was very well organized and coordinated; they stopped us in our tracks and for the second time caught us with our pants down. Much more, they had given plenty of new ammunition to the opponents of our policy from one end of the political spectrum to the other. The worst aspect was the casualty rates; we lost over 350 men a week at the height of the offensive.
It goes without saying that there were plenty of recriminations, both in Saigon and Washington in the wake of the Communist offensive. I spent two weeks over there in April trying to piece together what had happened. My report to the Secretary put the blame squarely on our intelligence services. They had completely overlooked the enemies’ supply system, chiefly the Ho Chi Minh Trail that ran from North Vietnam down through supposedly neutral Laos and Cambodia and back into the South, capable of delivering 200 tons of material a day and 10,000 men a month. Backing up the North were the Soviets and China with supply lines across their common border and Soviet cargo ships offloading to Vietnamese barges just inside of international waters in the South China Sea. I was with Secretary Nixon when he reported these facts to the President. At that same meeting he also presented a serious plan to cut those supply lines and a request to send another 100,000 men to South Vietnam. “Goddamn it, Dick” I heard the President say to the Secretary when they put their heads together at one point, “it’ll be a hundred years before we get out there at this rate.” “Don’t believe that, Mr. President” the Secretary replied “we are stronger than they are and we will win, no matter what. You can count on it.”
Travis Folsom Smith
Biloxi, Miss.
Rifleman
23rd Infantry Division
I had never given the army much thought while I was growing up, which was strange considering the fact that my father and my five brothers were all veterans. The old man had been in the Infantry and served in France during World War I. He married my mother six months after he got home and my oldest brothers were born just in time to be eligible for the Second World War-two of them followed the old man’s boot steps in Europe and another one fought the Japs in the Philippines. My closest brother was eleven years older than me and he got to spend a year in Korea. I was born the spring my older brothers got home from the Big One, they used to laugh and say that they had been through the worst kind of combat, but the most shocking sight they saw was when they got back to Biloxi and found their gray haired mother six months pregnant. Our mother died of a heart attack when I was in the 10th grade.
When I graduated from high school in 1964, I couldn’t have spelt Vietnam, much less found it on a map. I was working as a stock boy in the Winn Dixie in Biloxi and couldn’t have cared less about the future; I was having too much fun that summer dating a couple of local girls, drinking beer on the beach and cruising around in my ‘61 T-Bird. Out of school, working just enough to have some pocket money, living at home with no responsibilities-I had it made. One thing for sure: I didn’t want to work in my Daddy’s saw mill. My brothers always said that the baby had it too easy and I used to bitch that I had four extra fathers.
One Sunday afternoon, sometime after Labor Day, the Old Man and my brothers all got together after church, sat me down in the kitchen and spelled out the hard facts of life. They told me that it was only a matter of time until my ass got drafted and that I might as well make it easy on myself and just go down to the Board and have them push my number-that means I’d volunteer to be drafted. According to them, I’d get a better pick of jobs, like crew chief or maybe make NCO. Made it sound like a great deal. Now I don’t like being pushed into anything, even if was for my own good, but it was six against one and all I could offer was a very few lame excuses, like maybe I’d flunk the physical, to which it was pointed out that I’d played Tight End three years for Biloxi High and the worst that had happened was that I’d sat out a couple of games with a sore tendon. “Boy, you can’t stock shelves for the rest of your life,” my father said, “and it’s just for two years and you got nothing tying you down. Either you make the call or it’s gonna be made for you. It’s not anything your brothers ain’t been through; it’s just your turn.” That settled the matter. It occurred to me that there just might be a war and this could turn out to be not such a good idea, I thought about saying so, but that wouldn’t have cut any ice.
I left for basic just after New Year’s, I cried on Christmas Day when I realized that it would be my last one at home for awhile, but I made sure nobody saw my tears. I think the Old Man was about to tear up a couple of times that last week, but he’d have lay down and died before he let on anything was bothering him. Did my basic at Fort Polk, Louisiana and except for a week at Church camp when I was 12, it was the first time I had been away from home for any length of time. Talk about homesick, every time I was alone in the head was a battle to keep from sobbing and I didn’t sleep a wink that first week, but I wasn’t the only recruit that felt that way and the important thing was not washing out. Did more sit ups and pushups than I ever thought was in me and the drills were so monotonous they almost drove me crazy.
About halfway through my Basic everything in Vietnam hit the fan. If we were ignorant about that part of the world before, we learned very fast. I read every newspaper article that could be found and kept track of how fast the Communists were walking over the South Vietnamese. None of us had any doubt from the beginning that we’d be in it soon; every day brought a new rumor, a lot of us felt that this was the beginning of World War III-South Vietnam was just like Poland when Hitler rolled over them. A lot of the NonComs were not sorry to see McNamara take the fall for this disaster, and they were positively delighted when Richard Nixon was brought in to take his place. It meant war for sure, they told us. The election of 1960 had occurred while I was in the 8th grade and I did a report on the Vice President in Civics class, so I was familiar with his reputation and thought it was a shrewd move on LBJ’s part to bring in the man who’d stood up to that old bastard Khrushchev. Few people from my part of the country had much use for the Kennedys. I remember standing in a rec room with about 200 guys, watching President Johnson go before Congress and promise to send the best we have to offer to save South Vietnam. Everybody knew that “best we have to offer” included us, but our spirits were high, we were ready to go and kick some Commie ass, just what we’d marched and drilled and crawled through crap for. It’s easy to feel that way when you’ve never heard a gun fired in anger. The way things were going over there had us worried that South Vietnam would surrender before we got there. We needn’t have worried ourselves.
With the outbreak of war the Army suddenly needed lots of infantrymen, “Eleven Bravos,” which meant the end of my chances to make NCO any time soon; along with everyone else who went to Basic with me, I landed in the newly created 23rd Division. To show just what naive fools we were, every last one of us agreed to have our enlistment’s extended for an extra year; there was a big bonus that came with it, money we could use when we got back to civilian life. It was my duty to be part of a fire team in the 11th Brigade. If we thought we’d see combat soon, we were sorely disappointed, they sent us to temporary quarters at Fort Hood, Texas for the summer, where we trained and marched and drilled some more, while a Marine Company, an Armored Brigade and the 101st Airborne got over there ahead of us. Of course I realize now the buildup of ground forces had to take place at a deliberate pace because the airfields and port facilities in South Vietnam had to be expanded and you can’t get a hundred thousand new recruits trained and ready overnight. It’s hell when you’ve got a tough job staring you in the face and all you can do is sit and wait for it to happen.…just waiting, that was awful. Most of us were just green kids who’d never been anywhere before this. The worst thing the Army did was not allowing any of us to go home on leave after Basic, they claimed we had to be ready to move out on a moment’s notice, but it was obvious we weren’t going anywhere anytime soon and if we did go into Vietnam then some of us weren’t going to come back; so the decent thing would’ve been to let us see our families one last time before we went over there. Instead, we spent one endless day after another, practicing target shooting under that boiling Texas sun and playing stud poker until September, when the Army started to get down to business; we got our inoculations, made out our wills and received a bunch of lectures on what to expect when we got to South Vietnam-which contained a lot of information that proved to be utterly useless once we got in country.
We flew over to Vietnam on a big TWA 707 that had been pressed into service when the buildup began. On the way over they gave us the choice of hot dogs or grilled cheese sandwiches; we were quite disappointed that they didn’t find better food for a group of soon to be heroes like us. Other than bitching about the food, nobody had much to say while we in the air. There was a stopover in Guam, but it was 3:00 A.M. and we didn’t see much. The 707 touched down on the airfield at Da Nang on the morning of Sept. 28, 1965, it had been just over a year since that family conference in the kitchen way back home in Biloxi.
Just how far from home I had come hit me the second I walked out of that clean air conditioned jet air liner into the tropical air of South Vietnam. I don’t know what assaulted my senses the worst, the heat or the smell. I had spent 18 summers in Mississippi, but I had never felt anything like this, the humidity was a physical presence, kind of like an invisible force field. As bad as the weather was, the smell of a tropical country of over a million people with no indoor plumbing cannot be described. Two of my brothers were farmers and I had spent a lot of time when I was growing up with them, feeding the hogs and cleaning out stalls in the barns, so I know what shit smells like, but on that first day in Nam the whole world smelled like shit. Within two hours after we’d landed, every guy in my squad was sick on his stomach. Some heroes we were.
For the first ten days in country, my squad was shunted off to temporary housing at the big base in Da Nang, which consisted of nothing more than a large tent with cots, just a dozen guys sitting around trying to stay dry since it was the middle of the rainy season. Everything was so strange and different, we were glad to have nothing to do; the high point of the day was when somebody went out to get beer. Also once a day, Captain Elston, the Company commander, would come by and assure us that this was only a momentary situation, because of the rapid troop buildup there was a backlog in getting the new units onto the line, but to be ready to move out since orders could come any day. I grew to hate the boredom of sitting in that tent and watching the rain turn the earth to mud, but I was to learn that there were far worse things than sitting on your ass.
Finally the orders came down for our battalion to move out to a base camp about a hundred miles south of Da Nang, down in Binh Dinh province. For green troops, we got what we thought was pretty easy duty: patrolling a section of Highway 19 and making sure it stayed open so supply convoys could keep moving. This was about the same time we were launching a counteroffensive to retake the Central Highlands and there were big battles going on around Pleiku and Kontum, there was a steady stream of transports full of causalities coming back down the 19; we pretended not to see the ones full of black body bags. The squad that I was a member of would go out in a jeep and scout ahead of the convoys, because, despite the fact that most of Binh Dinh had been pacified, Viet Cong sapper teams and snipers were constantly causing trouble, not to mention the constant refugees that turned up. I think every civilian man, woman and child in South Vietnam got on that road at one time or another, pulling their carts and dragging their livestock with them. One day, about ten days into our escort duty, we were taking a battery of Howitzers up 19 when we ran head on into about 50 refugees making their way to An Khe. We gave them the right of way and were taking a break by the side of the road when some Cong, situated in a clump of trees about 100 yards away, opened up on us with an AK-47 burst. Whoever the shooter was, he was a lousy shot, all of the bullets went wide, but every last one of us went into the ditch by the road and hugged the earth for all it was worth-the only exception was Sgt. O'Mara, one of the tough lifers who ran the outfit, he remained on his feet the whole time and screamed at the rest of us to get back on our feet and return fire, but it did no good. All of us were pissing in our pants; I had this image of a bullet piercing my eyeball the minute I raised my head and no matter what I couldn’t get that image out of my mind. O'Mara’s curses finally got us back on our feet, which made us feel ashamed and we begged him not to report us, “The next time you yellow bellies are ordered to get on your feet, you move your asses, don’t matter who’s shooting at you!” was all he said and we readily agreed. The Sergeant cut us some slack and never mentioned the incident again, and we swore never to eat dirt like that again. That was my first time under fire.
I did get the chance to redeem myself on that stretch of road a month later when I was helping escort another convoy up to Pleiku during one of the endless battles that went on around there. Because there was a fire fight up ahead and another mob of “refugees” were passing by, we were ordered to pull over and wait. The hours drifted by and the shadows started to get long. We had learned that one of trucks about a half click down the road was loaded up with about a million cases of Blue Ribbon, so Sgt. Stone, from Alpha Company, and I decided to liberate a case or two, since we were risking our asses to deliver it, we felt we deserved something for our trouble. We had to walk down one empty tract of road and came right up on a three man VC sapper team, about 25 feet away in the process of planting a mine. Amazingly we saw them before they saw us, Stone gave me a couple of quick hand singles: he would take out all three of them, while I provided cover. He got two of them with clean quick shots to the head, but his third shot just missed the last Charlie, who in a split second was racing for the bush. Without thinking, I dropped to one knee and took aim and put a round through the back of his leg. It was an unspoken rule out in the boonies that unless ordered otherwise, we took no prisoners, so Stone walked over and prepared to finish the VC off. We were interrupted at that moment by a jeep carrying a camera crew from NBC News, who stopped and got the whole scene on film. They saved that VC bastard’s life, because while we were being filmed and interviewed a Captain from Special Operations came by and claimed him. Patch him up and interrogate him-big waste of time-but it gave the spooks something to do. The Sergeant and I got to look like big heroes on the Huntly-Brinkly show, thanks to that news crew. That was the first time I saw somebody killed up close, I won’t say that it didn’t bother me, but by then I had been in Nam long enough to have seen a lot of bad things. The real sad part of it was the fact that Stone and I never did get any of that beer.
So much was going on, we hardly had time to keep up with what was happening with the rest of the war-our world revolved around the endless patrols on Highway 19-much less with what was happening back in the USA, but the news that all college deferments had been suspended for one year was greeted with a lot of approval. All of the guys I was serving with were in the same boat as me, enlisted or drafted right out of high school, so when the shooting started there was a lot of resentment at those privileged kids on campuses, who were given a free pass to go to school on their Daddy’s money where they partied and chased tail. “More than enough Charlie to go around, we’ll sure to save plenty for the frat boys.” I remember somebody saying.
James Rice
Torrance, California
Supply Officer
Headquarters, III Corps
I was going to the University of Southern California and working on my Masters in Business Administration when Selective Service revoked draft deferments for all first year college students, so I got caught in the squeeze. Most of the guys I went to USC with were in a real panic, we had taken our deferred status for granted, but what the Gods of War in Washington D.C. give, they can also take away. My friends and I thought it would have been much more fair to have called up the Reserves and the National Guard units, after all they had the training and experience, but they also had jobs and families that would be pissed off if they were forced leave and go get their asses shot off in the jungles of Southeast Asia, plus they were much more likely to vote then any of us students.
This turn of events also put our parents on the spot. My father was one of the biggest real estate developers in Orange County; the three men he admired the most were Douglas MacArthur, Joe McCarthy and Barry Goldwater, but he was livid when he found out Uncle Sam just might need me. “I’ll be Goddamned if that son of a bitch, Lyndon Johnson, is going to send my son to some Asian piss pot,” I heard him say more than once. He cursed Nixon just as hard, regretting all the contributions he had made to Tricky Dick’s campaigns. Both of my parents spent a week on the phone to their lawyers trying to find some loophole that could come in handy, but they learned the options were few; the Government meant business. You could still get a medical deferment and I know a couple of guys who got a fake diagnosis from sympathetic doctors for things like color blindness or chronic hypertension and I’d be lying if I said we didn’t seriously talk about it, but the induction centers caught on to that scam quickly; that pretty much left faking some mental illness or claiming you were queer. Only they were the kind of things that would follow you around for the rest of your life.
In the end we had to face facts and decided to make the best of it. With a year of college on my record, I had skills that made me a valuable commodity to the military and because of the buildup in forces, they needed people with skills. Despite my father’s attitude, he wasn’t above using some contacts who had contacts on Nixon’s staff in the Pentagon, mainly people he knew from past campaigns who had gone East with The Great Man. Mind you, we weren’t asking for any special favors, just some information. The Army had so many slots to fill, you could write your own ticket if you were somebody they needed and was willing to put yourself forward. You didn’t even need ROTC, that’s how I got a commission to supply officer’s school in Fort Lee, Virginia for six weeks.
My orders for Vietnam was my diploma, I arrived in July 1966, where I was assigned to the Headquarters of the 2nd Field Force near Saigon. It was the center of operations for the whole III Corps and I rubbed shoulders with a lot of high ranking officers-Lieutenant Colonels, Colonels, and Generals. One of my jobs was club officer for several officers’ clubs, where I got to know a lot of important people, which came in handy in my position. You have to be able to make deals and know who to go to in order to get things done. At Headquarters you always had access to the material and men that somebody needed to get a water tower built, a Quonset hut assembled, or simply having an air conditioner installed. Everybody needed something, even if it was only fifty pounds of steak. The best deal I ever swung was getting 300 cases of Pabst Blue Ribbon sent to a Captain up in the boonies in the Central Highlands, he thought it would help the morale of his company; they’d been under fire for over 50 consecutive days. The war was never far away, during the last six months of the fighting we were mortared twice, but a lot of guys out there in the bush and on the front lines resented guys like me, I was considered a REMF-Rear Echelon Motherfucker. I don’t begrudge them their resentment, they had a shit job to do, but what they didn’t realize is that the military is a big mechanism, and S-4 is the grease that keeps the machine running.
Ruth Eleanor Green
Elementary Schoolteacher
Baltimore, Maryland
In the spring and summer of 1965, I had taken a leave of absence from my teaching job with the city of Baltimore to go down to Alabama and take part as a SCLC volunteer in a voter registration drive, it was in conjunction with Dr. King’s March to Montgomery. I was only a few miles away the day they had the incident at the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma. Both of my parents were born in Alabama and I felt this was a chance to honor their memory and the sacrifices they made so that I could get an education. It was invigorating work, even if I was frightened often, the hate you got when you came in contact with the racists and segregationists was so thick it could be cut with a knife, but I learned to overcome it because there were so many brave examples, starting with Dr. King himself down to the people I worked alongside.
I was so involved with our work that I paid no attention to the war in the early days; I don’t even remember watching Johnson’s speech where he committed American boys to go and fight over there. It wasn’t until later on that I become aware of the effects the war was having on our country, especially the black community, that my feelings and views on the conflict became clear. “The Army oughta invade Mississippi and Alabama,” one young brother in Montgomery told me, “lot more things wrong here than in South Vietnam.” That summed up a lot people’s feelings. I also noticed how many of these same young black men were receiving draft notices that would force them to leave home and go and fight in a war they did not understand and just at the time they were standing up and demanding their full rights in America. I had a moment of revelation in the summer of 1966 when I saw a report on the Huntly-Brinkly show that had film of uniformed American soldiers shooting down black men accused of “looting” in the streets of Newark and in the very next report from Vietnam there was film of identically uniformed American soldiers on a highway, shooting down a Vietnamese. The similarity was not lost on me.
Perhaps the main reason I became active in the anti-war movement was the changes in the direction of the country I felt occurred because of the war. When the Civil Rights Act was signed into law in the summer of 1964, I felt an era of real and positive change had come, that this was the just the beginning and great things were going happen for my people, things that had been too long denied, but most of all I believed that once our feet were set upon this upward path it could not be reversed, that the Promised Land of equality and justice was inevitable. I had faith in the process. I cannot believe how naive I was.
By the late summer of 1965 many of our “allies” in Congress were backing off their support of our cause, especially Congressmen who represented all those nice and neat northern suburbs. This was what killed the Open Housing Act. It was no coincidence that this happened at the same time that the SCLC and CORE had adopted resolutions critical of the war and Dr. King had criticized the draft as discriminatory. It was disheartening to see men like Sen. Dirksen and Vice President Humphrey make statements that called us Communist dupes, they sounded just like Wallace or Eastland. LBJ sold out his supposed Great Society to get lock step support for his war in Congress. What was Richard Nixon doing in that Administration? And why was Bobby Kennedy so quiet about it?
Back home in Maryland, I joined the Coalition for Peace, a Washington based group that opposed the war. There were many veterans of the Freedom Marches joining us, only now we were planning peace marches. I spent most of the time writing and editing press releases and letters to the editors to newspapers around the country. As a teacher I had long ago overcome any stage fright, so I took part in forums and debates on the war that were held around the DC area, usually on a college campus. One time I took part in a radio debate on the war with pro-war Columnist Robert Novak and I believe I held my own, my secret was that I never pretended to be something I wasn’t; I was a school teacher who was working for a worthy cause. I was nearly 30 and I knew it, I never grew an Afro or put my hair in braids, always dressed as though I was going to class and never forgot that I was a professional.
Of course I was going to be there for the March on the Pentagon. By the spring of 1967, we felt that momentum was going our way. The ever increasing draft calls, the invasion of Laos, and the canceling of college deferments had set off a huge backlash against the war among the young people and more and more their parents. Dr. King had just denounced the war in the harshest terms yet. I had journeyed up to New York for a rally and heard him say “this war is a blasphemy to everything that America stands for. Our young men are being sent to die in a conflict that supports an illegal and corrupt government that is despised by the very people it purportedly represents.” That was music to our ears.
On that beautiful April morning I was so proud to see that we were at least 100,000 strong as we gathered on the Mall and in East Potomac Park, I was among people who was asked to speak to a group before we marched. I made my remarks brief and simply reminded them that we were doing God’s work, I truly believed that, but I was surprised at the angry tone of many of the other speakers, especially the young people, I don’t think God’s work was on their minds when we streamed across the Memorial and 14th Street Bridges to confront that five sided temple of war, the Pentagon. It was ringed with soldiers with fixed bayonets there to protect the great building from the disgrace that would occur if even one of us were able to as much as touch its great walls. Our numbers were so large that we easily filled the huge parking lots and surged up to the entrances, if not for the sight of the bayonets on the end of the rifles of the soldiers, we might have rushed the doors right then and there. Instead there was a stand off, if the other side would not move, neither would we. “Peace now, we will not be moved!” we chanted, and then the word quickly passed that we should all sit down to further show them that we could not be deterred. Somebody brought around a case of Coca-Colas and passed them out, just like at a church picnic.
As the time passed, our chants changed. “Throw down your weapons,” we shouted to the young men in uniform protecting the building, “desert the death machine.” Then as we felt bolder we started to chant in unison “Nixon come out, you can’t hide!” and then alternated it with “Face the people!” Then shortly after twelve noon a helicopter lifted out of the great building’s center courtyard and flew off to the east across the Potomac into the city. “He’s gone!” people began to shout, we had no evidence, but we believed that Nixon was on that helicopter and that he had fled from us-the American people who had come to demand that he end his unjust war. And he had fled from our righteous wrath. We climbed to our feet and hugged one another in a victory embrace. I saw some people doing dances of joy. For a brief moment I believed we had won, all one hundred thousand of us had done it. There in the parking lot of the Pentagon, surrounded by black, white, yellow, young, middle-aged, old, rich, and poor, we had come together on that beautiful spring day, under a deep blue sky, and by force of will, we had changed the course of history. It should have been one of the greatest days of our lives
Then at mid-afternoon, men with bullhorns appeared behind the line of soldiers and announced that we must begin to disperse immediately, that Martial Law had been declared. I couldn’t believe it, Martial Law in Arlington, Va.! In a moment our euphoria disappeared and angry determination took its place. “We will not be moved! Peace Now!” became our cry. Someone told me to look behind us and far over the heads of the marchers I could barely see that something was going on. I could make out the army green canvas of troop transport trucks. A wave of apprehension swept over the crowd. What we didn’t know at the time was that a large contingent of US Marshals, FBI Agents and regular Army Troops had been assembled at Fort Myer, adjacent to the Pentagon, and that they had now moved into position behind us. Once they had deployed, the men with bullhorns announced that we had one last chance to disperse.
The crowd’s mood began to turn very ugly, they began to shout obscenities at the troops and then they began to throw things. I don’t know who started it; later there would be accounts of demonstrators attempting to rush one of the entrances and I definitely believe there were FBI plants among the marchers, put there with orders to do something to provoke a violent response. Then again, people do things in a mob that they would never do by themselves. The clean cut young man, who had been standing next to me, snatched the Coke bottle I had been drinking from out of my hand, and hurled it at the building. It smashed impotently against a second story window, as futile a gesture as I have ever seen. I tried to berate him for what he had done, but nobody’s voice could be heard over the din by now. I didn’t have to be told that things were about to turn from ugly to nasty and it was a very good time to leave. I guess my courage had run out, I’d heard all the great arguments for civil disobedience, but I just couldn’t sit there and take a night stick upside the head for my principles.
By now the forces of law and order had all the provocation they needed, they formed a wedge and plowed into the crowd that was massed in front of the river entrance, that caused the demonstrators to turn upon the troops, fights broke out everywhere and more than a few skulls were cracked by rifle butts. It was madness, total madness no matter which way I turned, but I got caught up with group of people that was trying to make their way out of the parking area. I remember being terrified that I would fall and be trampled-some unlucky souls were that day. The group I was with reached the edge of the parking lot just as they began to fire tear gas into the out of control crowd; somewhere close by came the sound of gunshots. It had thinned out enough for me to start running now, right past a squad of US Marshals and joined a band of demonstrators scaling the wall at Arlington Cemetery; it was the only route of escape. Once on the other side, we sat down on the green grass in front of all those crosses and hugged each other and cried uncontrollably. From on the other side of the wall we could hear the screams and shouts of the battle we had left behind; even in the supposed safety of the National Cemetery we could smell the acrid scent of the tear gas. Then a long haired boy ran by and said that the Army was rounding everybody up, mass arrests and if we didn’t want to find ourselves in a detention camp we’d better move our asses. My compatriots whom had made it over the wall with me consisted of a few college kids from Columbia University, a couple of social workers from Philadelphia and a Professor of Law from Harvard; not a one of them looked like they had any idea what to do. We were more than beaten, we were crushed, but I wasn’t about to spend one minute in anybody’s detention c& it was time to put some distance between us and that place. So I told them that if they wanted to get out of there, then they’d better follow me. We hiked down to the Memorial Gate where I’d planned to catch a bus, but a half dozen police cars pulled up just when we arrived, so I told my band of brothers that we’d better keep moving. Had to walk all the way across the Memorial Bridge to the Lincoln Memorial before we caught a bus, I thought the law professor would have a heart attack before we made it. We agreed that it would be best if we got out of the city as fast as we could, there were rumors that there would be a house to house sweep to round up anybody involved in the Peace March. My new friends spent the night with me at my house near Baltimore; to this day we still send each other Christmas Cards.
The “Riot” at the Pentagon was front page news across the country, over 15,000 marchers were arrested, and most of them were held over night at Griffith Stadium where the Washington Senators played at the time. The government justified its actions by asserting that the First Amendment did not protect us since such demonstrations were illegal acts. At first, most of us in the anti-war movement thought that the over reaction by the Administration’s thugs would backfire against them, there were a series of supporting demonstrations across the country in the weeks ahead, but many of them were just as ruthlessly suppressed. Many colleges closed down for the remainder of the school year. My friends in the Coalition experienced severe paranoia that spring. Suddenly there were rumors that we were all under surveillance by the FBI-everybody was sure the phones were tapped-so we ran down the street to use the pay phone at the Shell Station on the corner. I came in one day and found them in a panic because the Government was about to suspend the Bill of Rights and round up all peace activists. I tried not to give in to my fears, much less the fears of others and I refused to listen all that suspicion, years later I learned that I shouldn’t have been so blasé: two of the Coalition’s inner circle, including the group’s secretary, were paid informants for the FBI; they had files on all of us.
By the late spring of 1967 it was obvious to any fool that the country was badly split over the war with neither side about to give an inch. That path to peace and justice I believed we had been turned away from was going to be much harder to get back on than I had ever thought, but I still believed that we were going to get back there. The longer the war drug on, the higher the casualty lists grew, the more the war touched the sons of the small towns and the suburbs, the more the public grew disillusioned. It would take time, but Johnson and Nixon could not fight a two front war, one against the people of Vietnam and another one in America against their own people. I told my friends at the Coalition that we must not give in to our fears and paranoia if we wanted to triumph in the end. Then in June, we learned that our worst fears were nothing compared to reality and that we would never be able to find our way back to that upward path we had once followed with such great hopes.
* * *
Travis Smith: A lot of us had fooled ourselves into thinking that the war was almost over in March 1966; we had just about wiped out the NVA and VC in Binh Dinh province and had run the survivors all the way to the Cambodian border. We were patrolling Highway 19 without seeing hide or hair of the enemy. Some guys were talking about what they were going to do for Christmas back home. Sgt. O'Mara told them to shut the hell up because nothing happens until it happens and until then keep your mind on the job you were doing in the here and now. He was right on the mark, the Commies came right back as nasty as they ever were. They called it the Great Spring Offensive.
With the North Vietnamese counterattacking like they did, morale went down the toilet. The most awful thing about it was the way Charlie was able to infiltrate areas we had cleared and lie low until it was time to strike. Suddenly there was no front; they were coming at us from every direction. The Cong were able to hide in villages, towns, farms or just blend in with all those damn refugees that were always on the roads. The most galling part was the fact that you couldn’t tell the enemy from the people you supposedly were there to save and most of the good people of South Vietnam didn’t give a shit that you were there put’n your ass on the line for them. Twenty-two guys in the 223 Battalion were blown up in their barracks when the ammo dump at An Khe was taken out by a demolition team that got inside the perimeter by pretending to be beggars going through the garbage pile. We knew the locals had to be in on what was going on and we didn’t forget it. All Vietnamese were potential enemies and were to be treated as such, that’s what every cherry should have been told on his first day in country. It never bothered me to see a village burned to the ground; that meant there was one less place for the Cong to hide. Scorch the earth, it worked for the Russians against the Nazis. Some terrible things went on, but what we did wasn’t half as bad as what the North Vietnamese did to their own people, they found mass graves of civilians in every area we liberated. A lot of fools back home tried to blame American soldiers for what happened at Dak To and Khe Sanh and things like that, but it’s a damn lie
These developments only accelerated the rate of deployment of American troops; the airliners were landing almost around the clock at Da Nang and Cam Ranh by the summer of ‘66. Talk about green soldiers, it looked like they had recruited exclusively from every high school in the country, and they hadn’t restricted themselves just to the senior class. Despite the cutbacks in college deferments we didn’t see many frat boys walking patrol in the bush. I was only a couple of years older than most of those kids, but they looked at me like I was their grandfather. We got a lot of them as replacements in my unit-silent, intimidated kids, with nothing more than peach fuzz on their faces. Almost all of them had been swept up in the draft, the Army wasn’t picky when they had huge quotas to fill over night, as long as the recruit appeared able bodied and could sign his name. One of those cherries, named Ernie Spivik, wound up in my rifle team and his story was typical of most of them. He was from just outside Evanston, Indiana and both of his parents were drunks; just a high school dropout, with no prospects and desperate to get the hell out of small town Indiana. So he walked into the recruiter’s office, filled out the papers, passed the physical, got a bartender from the road house across the street to forge his father’s name (for a $5.00 fee), and he was wearing green.
With just six weeks of basic and two months short of his 17th birthday, Ernie touched down at Da Nang-one more Eleven Bravo-and within a week he was riding patrol with us on 19. Things had got real hot in our area again after the Spring Offensive; constantly taking sniper fire. A guy’s no good until he has some experience in battle, so the cherries were always put up front on every patrol. That may seem irresponsible and cruel and it did get some of them killed fast, but it also taught most them how to stay alive, and just as important, keep the rest of us alive. It’s a real bitch for on the job training, but we have to be able to depend on each other. On his second day in the unit, Ernie was sitting next to me when we took sniper fire just outside An Khe. The kid pissed his pants and tears rolled down his cheeks, but when ordered, he stood his ground and returned fire with his M-14, which is a hell of a lot more than some other cherries did on almost the same stretch of road about a year earlier.
The Great Spring Offensive ground on through most of the summer before it sputtered out. The end of the offensive also brought a change in tactics, which meant an end to our days of patrolling Highway 19. Most of the 23rd Division was pulled off the line and given extensive R & R, so I got to spend some time on a lovely beach with some equally lovely nurses. After that there were plenty of rumors that something big was about to happen. When our battalion was pulled back to Ad Nang in early November, everybody was sure that we were getting ready to invade North Vietnam, go right up through the DMZ; we certainly had enough men in country by then to pull it off. Of course Captain Elston didn’t know anything, but as the weeks went by it was apparent that something huge was being planned up near Quang Tri, trucks were going up Highway One in a constant stream and Gen. Westmoreland or somebody from his staff was always in the area. Another rumor had it that Nixon or even LBJ had flown into Da Nang for a top secret conference.
During the week before Christmas, infantry units began to move up to Quang Tri, which confirmed our suspicions that something was about to happen, because up until then that area had been Marine country, but it wasn’t North Vietnam they were heading for. On December 29th we crossed the border into Laos in a big way, heavy armor and everything, with the intention of shutting down the famous Ho Chi Minh trail. It made sense to me, cut the head off and the snake will die. As far as we were concerned the handwriting was on the wall and this wasn’t going to be anything like exchanging fire with snipers on Highway 19, we were going to get down and dirty with Charlie on his own turf. Two weeks into the new year our orders came through to deploy to new positions in Laos. Of course everybody was scared, but at least we felt that we getting down to the business of getting this war over with so we could all go home. If only things had been that easy.
They trucked us up Highway One past Hue and into Quang Tri province where we caught Highway Nine and headed toward the Laotian border. Finally we reached the staging area where we were briefed by Lt. Stevens on our mission-”deploy behind enemy lines, seize our objective and hold it until relieved.” Just that damn simple. The first units into Laos had run into a buzz saw; taking pretty heavy casualties and we had no reason to believe that our reception would be any more pleasant. Just after dawn we climbed aboard a big Chinook and headed west into Indian country. Just after takeoff we passed a group of Hueys heading east, loaded with wounded, which didn’t do anything for our morale. Apprehension had been growing ever since we had left Da Nang, because even though I had been in Nam for over a year, this was my, and just about everybody else in the battalion’s, first time out in the bush, instead of patrolling Highway 19 between time in a base camp. Glancing out of that Chinook, all I could see below were miles of impassable jungle covered mountains and ridges and I was almost overwhelmed by a terrible childlike fear being stranded in an unfamiliar hostile place. I could feel my self control failing as my body began to shake. I prayed every day I was in that war, but I don’t believe I prayed any harder than on that helicopter on our way into Laos. Looking back on it, I realize now that what I feared the most was losing it and braking down in front of my buddies and those new kids.
We put down in a river valley somewhere way over in Laos, to this day I don’t believe I could locate it on a map, but Sgt. Stone said we were closer to Thailand than South Vietnam. There was nothing but jungle in every direction, high ridges to the east from whence we came, which only made us feel all the more isolated. Our job was to keep the North Vietnamese out of that valley since supposedly it was part of Ho Chi Minh’s trail. Bravo Company took up a position at the southern end of the valley with Alpha and Charlie Companies digging in to the North and East of us; together we would protect a fire base on high ground to the West that could lay down artillery across the entire area. The only sign of the enemy we could find was a burned out Zil truck on one of the many jungle trails that ran through the region, but we knew he wasn’t far away.
We thought that for once we had caught the Communists with their pants down and kicked them in the ass, but good. After putting up a fight in the first days of the operation, they had just faded away into the jungle. We took advantage of their absence to dig in and establish a perimeter, then properly reconnaissance the area; a bunch of us draftees stumbling through the forest trying to make contact with some of the best jungle fighters in the world. It would have been funny if it hadn’t been so damn serious. It was a big change being out there in the bush, we had been used to the comforts of a base camp, such as they were. So we had to make do and improvise in ways I would never have imagined possible. For example: we were in a much higher elevation than we had been used to and it got damp and chilly up in that river valley at night, so some guys took to sleeping in unused body bags. They claimed it was quite warm and dry, but I never bothered to find out, that was just asking for bad luck. One thing we all learned to do was to make unauthorized use of C-4; in very small amounts it was perfect to ignite a cooking fire in a pouring rain. One PFC in Charlie Company lost a foot when he learned the hard way that you never stomp on C-4 to put it out-compression causes it to explode.
Of course the North Vietnamese were not going to just let us walk into their backyard and take over. At first there were sightings of NVA patrols that quickly melted away into the bush, then sniper attacks, which escalated into mortar assaults that were over before we could respond. During the night they would mine the trails we patrolled by day. You couldn’t see them, but you knew they were out there, hidden behind nature’s own camouflage, watching and planning for the right moment to strike at us.
As usual we underestimated the NVA’s capacity to get up after being knocked on their butts and as usual our so-called intelligence services weren’t worth a damn when it counted. The sons of bitches were able to mass tens of thousands of Chucks right under our noses in the Laotian jungles and kick our asses again. At first they started chewing up individual units one at a time; for days we could hear the incessant barrage of AK-47 and M-14 fire from off in the distance. Then we’d call in air strikes and there would be great plumes of smoke to mark the clash. We were taking a hell of a lot of casualties because the NVA lived up to their reputation as jungle fighters, they had changed tactics and were able to pin our units down and keep them from being reinforced long enough to totally decimate our ranks. We dug in and prepared for the worst.
Mr. Charlie came into our valley in full force in the early hours of Valentine’s Day, they infiltrated from both ends of the basin and opened up with an intense mortar salvo and as soon as we were hugging the ground, the human wave assaults started. They were throwing hundreds of their best men to the meat grinder, but they were going to take a hell of a lot us with them. Almost immediately it was apparent that our perimeter was too large to defend, so we had to withdraw under fire to a more defensible position around our bunkers where the M-60’s could be set up so they could lay down a killing fire in all directions. I spent eight hours straight behind the same pile of sandbags firing continuously, we had Pfc.’s whose only job was to slap fresh magazines into M-14s and hand them over to us. There was a real threat that our ammo would run out, since the only way to supply us was by helicopter and that was impossible as long as we were under fire, and it looked like Charlie could keep it up indefinitely. Finally, late in the afternoon, somebody who never took responsibility, ordered in air strikes and the F-4’s came in and napalmed the northern end of the basin, which was a direct hit on Alpha Company, and incinerated GI’s and Chucks together. That broke off the action, although the enemy kept shelling and sniping at us all night.
I had been crouched down behind those sandbags for so long that I couldn’t walk, my legs had cramped up so bad it took me an hour to get straightened out, but I was lucky, Bravo Company had over 35 men wounded, all of whom had to lie stretched out in one of the bunkers all night because they couldn’t get a helicopter in until the next day. There was only one medic to take care of them all and there wasn’t enough morphine, I think two of them screamed themselves to death before daylight. We also had 27 body bags to load up, a lot of them guys who had gone through basic at the same time I did, not much left of some of them. You really don’t understand the discipline the military gives you until you see your buddies shredded and blown apart all around you and still keep on doing your job. That’s what it’s all about, that’s what we sweated and trained and took shit for. Sgt. Stone was hit by a round right above the knee, but he just tied his leg off with a tourniquet, propped himself up behind the trench and helped reload the M-14s until he had to take over a position on the line when the rifleman defending it was killed. “Guess this is my ticket home, wish the rest of you sons of bitches were coming with me.” was the last thing he told us before he was loaded onto a Huey. Our battalion had suffered more than 60 % casualties in less than two days and we sure wished we were going with the Sergeant, but it wasn’t to be. We were to hold our position until we were relived, Lt. Stevens told us after all the dead and wounded was evacuated. “Until that time arrives, there is only one way out of this valley.” The LT sure found out how true that was two days later when an artillery round exploded right next to him and he was blown 35 feet through the air and went head first through a tree trunk. But he was right about us holding that position, the Army began sending in replacements and we were almost back up to full battalion strength within days.
* * *
Gen. Earl Halton: There are a lot of myths and downright falsehoods, mostly spread by people with agendas who don’t know what they are talking about, concerning the course of the war during the last months of ‘66 and early ‘67 and I hope what I say can help set the record straight.
First of all, the incursion into Laos and Cambodia was not a desperation move by an Administration with a failed war policy. These actions had been actively discussed for over a year, in fact Gen. Westmoreland had proposed carrying the war into these so-called neutral nations from the beginning. The Administration had resisted this move at first because President Kennedy had signed agreements with the Soviets to respect the sovereignty of Laos and we did not want to take any action that would drive Prince Sihannouk into the arms of the Red Chinese, as though that hadn’t already happened. As the war progressed, it became obvious that the backbone of the Communist invasion of the South was the Ho Chi Minh trail. They had built a system, using Laotian and Cambodian territory as their highway that could move, despite heavy bombing, 200 tons of supplies a day and over a thousand men a week into the South. Any attempt to interdict this pipeline short of sending in ground troops failed hopelessly. It was ridiculous for the United States to honor agreements that our enemies and their allies ignored while they killed American boys on a foreign battlefield. Yet this insane position had more than one proponent in the State Department and National Security Council. Apparently the Communists could widen the war at will while we tied our own hands.
This viewpoint began to change after the North Vietnamese spring offensive; Gen. Westmoreland formally requested permission to send a large force into both countries to attack enemy sanctuaries, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff backed him up. Secretary Nixon, on the other hand, was at first reluctant to take this major step and escalate the war, because as he told me, “We must keep the big picture in mind. What we do in South Vietnam is one thing, it is clearly the victim of aggression by one of Moscow and Peking’s satellites, and we are perfectly justified in coming to its aide; but the South’s neighbors are another matter. The Communist Giants may well view our escalation as a green light to move against West Berlin or attack South Korea. We are spread pretty thin as it is and if another shooting war broke out; we could be forced to go to the nuclear option much too soon.”
What the Secretary didn’t discuss, but what was clearly on everyone’s mind, was the domestic political cost of widening the war. Our enemies here at home were making great political hay by claiming that America was sending thousands of young men to die fighting an unwinnable war. The rising draft calls and corresponding casualty rates only added fuel to their fire. No matter how much we hated to admit it, the North Vietnamese’s domestic allies were a force that we had to contend with. It was a poorly kept secret in Washington that President Johnson was becoming highly impatient with both the progress of the war and the deteriorating situation at home.
The most important events were happening behind the scenes; in September 1966, intelligence information came into our possession that significantly changed the course of the war. I am talking about the “Peking Papers” that had been passed to a CIA officer in Paris. This event has been investigated and researched in other books, and there is nothing new that I can add here except to corroborate the impact it had on the military planners in Washington.
I was shown the documents in question by Secretary Nixon in his office. They were detailed reports, in Chinese, on their military assistance to the North Vietnamese. One page was a map of the country that showed the North Vietnamese airfields, supply bases, and anti-aircraft positions. The CIA had concluded that the documents were genuine and had come from a staff officer who reported directly to Lin Biao, the Chinese Defense Minister. “Of course this doesn’t mean that there is a mole in the Chinese Defense Ministry,” the Secretary explained. “This is a deliberate leak of sensitive material on the part of the Chinese. I might add that none of the information contained in those papers is anything we do not already know. What they are really doing here is sending us a signal that they do not desire a North Vietnamese victory.”
It was really quite Machiavellian, Secretary Nixon explained. The Chinese and Vietnamese were ancient enemies, united now by the thin bonds of Communist solidarity. In reality, the North was closely allied to, and received the bulk of its supplies from the Soviet Union. Thus a victory by the North over the South would mean the establishment of a large Soviet ally on China’s southern border, not to mention a deep water port for the Soviet Navy at Cam Ranh Bay. So in an extraordinary way the war had made very strange bedfellows of Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, Chairman Mao and Chou En Lai. It was all part of the internal politics of the Sino-Soviet split, something few in Washington had picked up on except for the Secretary.
A week later we were back in the Oval Office urging President Johnson to green light Gen. Westmoreland’s request to strike into Laos and Cambodia, arguing that we no longer had reason to fear Chinese intervention. At the time I thought that the “Peking Papers” were a weak foundation on which to make such a risky decision and I made my feelings known to the Secretary beforehand. He thanked me for my views, but his mind was made up, such was the frustration with the course of the war and suddenly you didn’t hear so much about West Berlin or South Korea. There was still considerable opposition in other quarters of the NSC and as a result, what was eventually agreed to was something of a compromise. We would send one infantry division, backed up by a Marine battalion, into Laos in an operation centered on Highway 9, with the objective of cutting the Ho Chi Minh trail and ending the free flow of supplies from the North to the South. It was not to be referred to publicly as an invasion, but as an “incursion,” making it sound like something a lot less than what it was. I had the job of going to Saigon and explaining to Gen. Westmoreland just what the parameters of the operation were.
To his credit, the General saluted and followed orders, the “incursion” was not what he had requested, but the plan was to cut the Ho Chi Minh Trail and it would be accomplished with whatever men and material allowed. Our troops deployed into Laos, starting just before New Year’s 1967 in order for us to take advantage of as much of the dry season as possible. For two weeks things went well and a number of key points on the Trail were seized, but then the North Vietnamese came out of the jungle and hit us with everything they had. It turned into the worst bloodbath of the war and all of it played out on the evening news. Over 40,000 men had been committed on the ground to this operation and in less than three months they had suffered over 5,000 casualties. If it was the Communist’s counter-strategy to tie our units down in the jungles of Laos, then they were well on their way achieving success. “I don’t want to hear another Goddamn word about ‘Dienbienphu,’ not another Goddamn word.” Secretary Nixon exploded in the middle of one tense meeting in the Pentagon.
* * *
Travis Smith: In late March, Sgt. O'Mara broke his leg diving into a ditch for cover during a mortar attack and was evacuated, got himself a Purple Heart and a ticket home, but along with the already departed Sgt. Stone, we were left without the two NCO’s who had kept us alive through every fight right from the first day we arrived in country. The instant the helicopter with O'Mara on board left, Captain Elston bumped me up to Sergeant on the spot; it was what they called a battlefield promotion. He soon had me running Bravo Company. Sad to say that a lot of guys whom I had come over with were gone by then, either KIA or wounded, but there was no end of fresh faced recruits to take their place and suddenly it was my responsibility to keep them alive. I counted at least ten of them under the age of 18 in my platoon alone; all of them lied about their age to get in. First thing I had to do was tell them that most of the shit they learned in Basic was worthless out there. The old adage is true: anything worth knowing can’t be taught. I made Spivik a Corporal; the Captain went along with anything I recommended. The kid deserved it, he’d been a big screw up like all of us were when we’d first got to Nam, but he’d worked his ass off and always came through when things got tough.
As Sergeant, it was my job to keep the unit functioning under the most adverse conditions; basically to do the impossible every day. The weather was just as bad an enemy as the NVA, along with the extremes in temperature, the Monsoon season started shortly after we arrived in Laos and we were wet all the time. Those rains that came out of nowhere every day were the worst, there was no way to keep dry and everybody was scared of jungle rot. The air would get so humid and close that we’d have difficulty breathing at times. Then there were the rats the size of small dogs and the insects with the magnitude of foot stools that were our constant companions. Bathing, shaving, or brushing your teeth on a regular basis became a thing of the past; we must have smelt as bad as we looked. When all we could see was jungle and distant mountains in every direction, there is no way that I can overstate the terrible sense of isolation we felt all the time. On top of all that, there were thousands of NVA regulars out in the undergrowth trying their best to kill every one of us, every single day.
They never gave up, no matter times they were bombed, strafed or napalmed, and were constantly changing their tactics. For days the North Vietnamese would come in and hit us just before dawn, inflict as many causalities as they could and then quickly fade away before the sun was up and just when we learned to anticipate them at daybreak, the bastards would switch to attacking in the middle of the night. If they weren’t hitting us on a regular basis then we were being sniped at or mortared any time of the day. No matter what, you always had that fear, not just of violent death, but of horrible injury in your mind. There was this constant debate in the back of your brain over what would be worst; to be instantly blown away or to sustain some horrific wound like having a limb blown off or being paralyzed for life. Every time you saw something happen to one of your buddies, you’d mentally put yourself in his place. It was always in the back of your head and if you let it, that fear would destroy your will to fight and Charlie knew it.
That’s where I had my work cut out, trying to keep those kids alive and ready to return fire without hesitation on a moment’s notice. The most important thing they learned from me was to keep their M-14s clean and ready at all times and for this we learned to improvise. I can still see the looks of horror on the faces of two new replacements, less than a week in country and just off a Huey, when I handed them a couple of condoms to use as a muzzle seal in order for the barrel to stay clear. Turned out both of them had gone straight to Basic from some Catholic school in Wisconsin, couple of altar boys, and they thought their immortal souls were going to burn in hell just for touching those things. Their tough luck, usually we used duct tape, but we’d run out. Some of us had a good laugh at their expense, ridiculing the fresh meat was our chief source of amusement, but we all became good friends when it was learned that those Wisconsin boys had shaken hands with Vince Lombardi and had met Paul Horning and Bart Starr. A lot of boring hours were spent reliving the recent glories of the NFL.
* * *
Gen. Earl Halton: Even worst news came for us in March, when intelligence reports revealed that men and material were still seeping through to the South despite all our efforts. At least 30 % of the flow was still reaching NVA units in the Central Highlands and the Saigon area. Anybody who is proficient in logistics knows that regular forces can remain effectively in the field on greatly reduced supplies, not to mention a guerrilla force that enjoys some support among the native population and can live off the land. This was borne out when a Ranger Company was ambushed and nearly wiped out near An Loc, only a few miles from Saigon, in the first week of April. Still, as early as Feb. 20, President Johnson had proclaimed the Ho Chi Minh Trail effectively closed and now everything he said was being undermined by events beyond his direction.
In fact our entire Vietnam policy was being undermined in the early spring of ‘67 and not just by the usual group of malcontents and agitators. The Administration was feeling the heat from many former allies in the media and in Congress, who in their wisdom had concluded that despite all of our efforts in South Vietnam; it was time to make a deal with the North Vietnamese. Within a two week period that spring, The Washington Post, The New York Times, The Los Angeles Times and Life all ran editorials strongly questioning our conduct of the war and calling for negotiations with the Communists. All of this only encouraged the anti-war movement that seemed to have infected most of America’s institutes of higher learning. Scores of colleges from one end of the country to the other suffered through major disruptions as the lunatics took over the asylum.
Worst of all was the effect that the high casualty rates were having on our supporters in Congress, who were constantly hearing from constituents back home, many of whom were the parents of draftees or those who were in line to be called up and were frustrated and fearful of a war that had been going on for two years with no end in sight. When the President of the largest bank in the smallest county in Arkansas calls his Congressman and expresses his doubts about what was happening in South Vietnam- that has much more impact than any editorial in The New York Times. Not even the staunchest hawk in the House or Senate could afford to ignore sentiments such as those. Many of my colleagues in the Pentagon took great pride in dismissing such civilian opinions, but I knew otherwise. Had they forgotten that you cannot fight a war without public support?
We were losing the people we needed the most in spite of the optimistic face the Administration showed the public. Exasperation and frustration reached the highest levels as I was to learn for myself on a Saturday afternoon in late March. I received a call at my home in Arlington from the White House operator with a request from the President that I come down there immediately. I thought there must have been a major disaster in Vietnam if the President wanted me there on such short notice, but upon arriving I was ushered into the Oval Office where I found President Johnson sitting by himself. Although I had participated in many meetings with the President, this was the first time I had been alone with him. You could see the strain the ordeal of war had been for him, it was written on his face, mirrored in his eyes.
He had called me there, he explained, because he had come to value my opinion after observing my work with Secretary Nixon. “It’s always the man who sits at the right hand of the top guy that knows what’s really going on” he said, “ and you’re always at Nixon’s side, so I figure that when it comes to Vietnam, you know the difference between shit and shinola. I figure you can tell me if we’re get’n set up for another Din Bin Phoo.” With that he spent the next thirty minutes questioning me about what I had seen during my trips to Vietnam and what my impressions were of the people over there. During the course of our conversation, the President unburdened himself to me concerning his worries about the course of the war and his fear that continually widening the conflict would result in a confrontation with the Soviets, but the more he talked, the more it became clear that his greatest concern was the situation right here in America and what the war was doing to the country. “This bitch of a war has really poisoned the well, a lot of college professors and big Eastern liberals-all part of the Bobby Kennedy fan club- with their toadies in the press have all been busy turning the country against me. They can’t stand anybody who’s not one of their own ilk. I had so many plans for a great society in America, to really fight poverty…but they were jealous of what I had achieved and used Vietnam to try and kill my Administration.”
This was very revealing, I had no idea how deeply the President was wounded by the anti-war faction. Of course I had to be very careful with my answers, I never forgot that I was talking to my superior’s superior and every word I said would likely be repeated back to Secretary Nixon. After some length of time, I made a point of telling the President that it didn’t matter what his critics said or did, what we were doing in Vietnam was right and the only course of action possible was to finish the job. With that, the President made me a stunning offer: “Tell you what I’ll do Halton, I can kick Westmoreland upstairs to the Joint Chiefs and I’ll promote you up to his job, you know what needs to be done over there. You can be the man to do it, take over and straighten out that mess and bring our boys home with the coonskin nailed to the wall. You do that and I swear you’ll be sitting right here in my chair…you can be President of the United States.” I didn’t know what to say to this, it was not possible for him to be serious. “All it’ll take is for me to make a phone call to Nixon right now and put the whole thing in motion.” Finally I was able to stammer out a firm decline and asked to be excused. To this day I’m not sure just how serious the President was; anyway, at least the country was spared the Presidency of Earl Halton. The next day I repeated every word of this conversation to Secretary Nixon, who found it very revealing concerning the President’s mood.
Despite these doubts and fears, we were faced with making serious decisions to escalate the war in the spring of ‘67. In the second week of April, Gen. Westmoreland took the ball and ran with it by sending a report to the Pentagon stating that the “incursion” had met with only partial success in cutting off the flow of supplies into the South and that in order to isolate and destroy the Communist forces in South Vietnam, operations would have to be expanded further into Laos. This was followed up by a formal request for more troops-which would have brought our total commitment up to 800,000-and permission to occupy all of Laos and Cambodia from the South Vietnamese border to the Mekong River and if necessary, lower half of North Vietnam. This included a proposal to assemble a large force in Thailand to hit the Communists from the west. Almost immediately the Joint Chiefs got behind Westmoreland’s plan, which then landed like a lit stick of dynamite in the laps of Secretary Nixon and ultimately the President.
Both of these men were the two best politicians of their generation and the fully grasped the ramifications of this escalation. First of all, it would finally require the President to call up the reserves, a move he had resisted for over two years because it was so potentially damaging politically. On top of that, once they adopted Westmoreland’s plan, the war was sure to last another twelve months, well into a Presidential election year where the enemies of the Administration’s war policy would surely come out of the wood work. At that point in time, Washington was full of rumors that Bobby Kennedy, the President’s bête noire, was being urged on a daily basis to challenge the President for the Democratic nomination the following year. In that situation, it would be impossible to be Commander-In-Chief and candidate for re-election simultaneously. If the President understood this, the Secretary also understood it in spades. Thus we were under the gun to come up with an alternative to Westmoreland’s plan of escalation. At no time did we seriously discuss using thermonuclear weapons on North Vietnam, despite what some members of the Administration have claimed after the fact. Also I categorically deny that I was the author of the Neutron Bomb option. The first time I saw this idea laid out was in a memo written by Mr. H. R. Haldeman, Secretary Nixon’s chief civilian assistant, which had been drafted at the Secretary’s direction.
Originally the Neutron bomb was designed to be a tactical nuclear weapon, officially labeled an “enhanced radiation weapon” for use on small scale battlefields. A warhead is mounted on a missile or artillery shell, that when detonated, releases up to 8,000 rads of lethal radiation, enough to instantly kill anyone within a 1/2 mile radius of ground zero. Anyone within a mile radius will die anywhere from a day to a month later. Even though it releases deadly radiation, the Neutron bomb has only 10 % of the blast of a thermonuclear weapon. After 24 hours the radiation would dissipate and allow the area to be occupied. A prototype was built and tested in the desert north of Las Vegas in the summer of 1963 and when we began the buildup in Southeast Asia in the summer of ‘65, it was rushed into production for use in Europe in case the Warsaw Pact decided to take advantage of America’s mounting foreign commitments and send its tanks into West Germany. The existence of such a weapon was not acknowledged to the public, but we made sure that the Soviets knew we had it, just in case they got any ideas.
The Neutron was originally not considered applicable to environments like the jungles of Vietnam, but as the war progressed, more than one expert in the Pentagon suggested that it could be used on specific military targets in the North, for as much as a terror weapon as for its strategic value. By the spring of 1967, without any one source pushing it, the Neutron Option had emerged as the chief alternative to any further escalation in Southeast Asia. Yet even at this late date, nobody in either the military or civilian branches wanted to take the onus on themselves for going nuclear or all that it would entail. Then came the March on the Pentagon the third week of April.
It had been the stated purpose of these protesters to shut down the operations of the Defense Department, so at the Secretary’s direction, everyone was expected to be at work that day; many of us had come in the night before and had napped on hastily procured cots in our offices. Our victory would be the fact that we carried on as usual and conducted business despite the fact that there were a half a million screaming fanatics outside, blocking every exit. It was shocking that we had descended to this level of mob rule in America so quickly. There were assurances that there was adequate backup in case things turned ugly, which of course it did, but not before there occurred an incident that was completely overlooked at the time, but one which I believe had enormous consequences for the course of the war.
Despite the presence of the protesters outside, we were determined to conduct business as normal on the inside. Secretary Nixon refused to even acknowledge their presence even though Mr. Haldeman would whisper into his ear an update on the situation every half hour. In some ways it seemed ridiculous since we could easily hear their obscene chants through the closed windows. Sometime after lunch I was in the Secretary’s second floor office reviewing aerial reconnaissance photos of bombing sights. The mob was just below the window and even though the blinds were drawn, we were certainly aware of the rabble’s close proximity only a few feet below us. We were discussing the wording in the report with an Assistant Secretary when some kind of projectile exploded against the window glass. In an instant I had pulled the Secretary to the floor, where, along with everyone else in that room, we hugged the carpet with the roar of the crowd outside filling the air, certain that some gunman outside had us in their crosshairs; although it was determined later in the day that it was something vile like a bottle filled with urine. Aides quickly ushered us to safety and the Secretary seemed to be only momentarily flustered, but he made sure that not a word about the incident leaked to the newspapers.
The nearest analogy that I can make to this occurrence is when the Confederate shell struck a porch column at Union Headquarters that General Hooker was leaning against during the battle of Chancellorsville. Yet instead of losing his courage, like the stunned Hooker did, Secretary Nixon’s nerve steeled; overnight he became the biggest proponent of using the Neutron bomb in Vietnam. “We are losing control of the situation, more and more we are doing nothing but simply reacting to Hanoi, and now we have fight those spoiled bums right here in America. It’s becoming a two front war and we must regain the initiative right away.” That was how he explained his thinking to me a few days after the “riot.” In less than a week he had put together a proposal for using the Neutrons and took it to the White House, where it was hotly debated in the National Security Council. There was a lot of opposition from some of the civilian advisors, as expected, but we were able to line up the Joint Chiefs behind us. Most of our opponents were in a bad position to start with, since they had originally been opposed to any further widening of the war, and now they were arguing against a plan to end the war quickly and in our favor if we were willing to take the risk.
In the end only the President’s opinion mattered and the Secretary made it plain to him that using the Neutrons was worth setting the dangerous precedent of using tactical nuclear weapons for the first time and risk facing the firestorm of criticism that was sure to follow. Again and again he made it clear to the President that only a swift bold move now would avoid a stalemate that would force us into a negotiated settlement that would be seen as a victory by the Communists. And a triumph by the Communists after all the men that sacrificed their lives in Southeast Asia would mean the end of both men’s political reputations. “Dick, it looks like I’m going have to step in shit no matter which way I go.” The President said after a series of meetings in the Oval Office, “but this is going to raise one hell of a Goddamn stink.”
“Mr. President,” the Secretary replied, “our enemies are trying force us into a corner where we will be forced to accept their terms for ending the war. I propose we knock a hole in the wall and get out of that corner and settle this conflict on our own terms.”
In the end, and with much trepidation, the President accepted the Secretary’s recommendation with some reservations. Twenty-five warheads would be assembled and ready at Edwards Air Force Base in California by May 15, they would then be dispersed and flown to Clark Field in Philippines. From there they would be ferried out to the Task Force attached to the Seventh Fleet in the South China Sea and attached to the proper SSMs, where they’d await the final orders of the President. Humanitarian concerns demanded that we make at least a token effort to reach a cease fire with the North Vietnamese before we used such a devastating weapon, but we knew that it was a waste of time before it was even tried, but the President made a public statement announcing that it was time for the Communists to come to terms or face “dire consequences.” All we got from Hanoi was silence, although we later learned from the surviving members of Ho’s inner circle that there was a sizable minority in the Communist leadership in the spring of ‘67 who believed they were losing too much on the battle field and that it was time open negotiations with us. Unfortunately we were totally in the dark about what was happening in Hanoi and we couldn’t exploit the situation to our advantage.
I flew to Saigon on May 24 to brief Gen. Westmoreland and observe the situation from that vantage point. With no change in the North Vietnamese position, the President authorized the use of the Neutrons the next day. Starting on May 26, and for the following five days, we hit selected military targets in North Vietnam with a series of Neutron warheads mounted on the proper missiles; their targets would be ammunition dumps, supply depots, anti-aircraft batteries, rail terminals, and airfields-anything that would disrupt their ability to wage war and demoralize their will to fight. I saw the first aerial reconnaissance photos of the attack sites and knew the operation had been a complete success. They showed empty buildings surrounded by scores of dead bodies; we had taken them by total surprise.
There was no announcement from the U.S. Government or the Saigon Command concerning the Neutron attacks, a controversial decision in light of later claims that American soldiers were needlessly exposed to radiation in forward areas, but it was done with the intention of not tipping our hand to the enemy. The story did not break until a French reporter, based in Hong Kong, visited one the bombing sites and filed a report that was picked up by the AP on June 3rd. Within days every headline in the country was screaming about Nuclear War in Nam. Resolutions of condemnation were introduced in Congress, the President and Secretary Nixon were denounced as war criminals on every major campus, luckily for us the majority of students had gone home for the summer by then, and only their fellow traveling professors were left to spit poison. Still, on the second Sunday in June, over 100,000 marched in San Francisco protesting “US Nuclear Imperialism,” and there were similar demonstrations in London and Paris. A number of our fair weather friends recalled their Ambassadors. The foreign reaction we watched the most was in Moscow; they made fulsome noises about “nuclear terrorism” and there were reports in TASS of young Communists volunteering to go and fight with their socialist brothers in North Vietnam, but that was about it. Their real reaction wouldn’t come until later in the year.
We took the heat because we were monitoring the situation on the ground in North Vietnam from the first Neutron attack. The last series of Neutron attacks on June 4–6 were directed at targets in the Hanoi-Haiphong area, the most heavily populated section of the country. When the reports began coming in about the roads north of Hanoi being choked with fleeing refugees, desperate to get to safety in China, Secretary Nixon was finally able to say out loud that the war was all but over. The North was swept by a sudden fear of radiation sickness and in the face of this, even the hardest Communist discipline crumbled.
With their nation falling apart internally, the North came crawling to the negotiating table; on June 13, they formally asked the French to mediate and delegations were requested to come to Paris. President Johnson immediately accepted this offer and named his old Washington crony, Clark Clifford, to represent the United States in the these negotiations; on the same day, as a gesture of our good intentions, the President grounded the B-52’s and halted all bombing of North Vietnam. I can state for a fact that Secretary Nixon was opposed to not only the appointment of Clifford, whom everybody in the Pentagon felt was there to represent the President’s political interests over the country’s, but also the bombing halt because it was letting up on the enemy right at the time when we should have been ratcheting up the pressure. The Secretary also felt that we should have pressed for even tougher terms, but the President insisted that Clifford stick to the three basics: an immediate cease-fire, withdrawal of all North Vietnamese forces from the South, and an end to all support for the Viet Cong. Overnight the Secretary’s elation over the success of his gamble with the Neutrons evaporated and was replaced with concern that the President would be so eager for the war to be over that he would sign any agreement. Overshadowing the Peace talks in Paris was the Six Day War in the Mid East and even more ominously, intelligence reports that Army units in southern China had been put on alert.
In the end our fears proved to be premature; on the afternoon of July 6, I was at the White House where I stood in a group that included most of the National Security Council and watched as President Johnson announced to the nation that a cease-fire agreement in Vietnam had been signed in Paris earlier that day and would go into effect at midnight local time on July 8. I must admit to a feeling of great satisfaction when I heard the President say “The struggle for freedom in South Vietnam has been won. All Americans should be proud of our brave boys who beat back the voracious beast of Communist aggression.” After the speech everybody retired to the East Room for an impromptu reception, where the President personally thanked us all for what we had done. He looked more relieved than triumphant; the war had aged him 10 years. The most exultant man in the room was the Secretary, “I showed those sons of bitches” he said to me at one point, “They wanted us to lose, they cheered for the Communists and spit on the flag, they said Nixon was finished. Well who’s finished now?” How right he was.
One thing I have never apologized for was our use of the Neutron Bomb in Vietnam despite all of the criticism it has generated over the years, I believe it was the right and honorable thing to do under the circumstances-it saved the lives of American servicemen and ended the conflict and if anyone wants to disagree, I’ll be glad to give them an argument. I categorically reject the contention that because we set the precedent of using battlefield nuclear weapons, we are therefore responsible for what happened during the Sino-Soviet War two years later.
Two weeks after the cease-fire Mao’s Red Army pushed across North Vietnam’s northern border and within a matter of days had reached Hanoi. The pretext for this move was to restore order and stem the tide of refugees fleeing into China’s southern provinces. The real reason was to settle scores with an ancient enemy and to make sure there would be no Soviet ally on China’s southern flank, Mao and Chou were clearly thinking ahead. The Chinese made a few cynical statements about protecting “their beloved Socialist brothers in Vietnam.” and promptly arrested most of the North Vietnamese leadership and put the country under martial law. I’ve always said that the real winner of the Vietnam War was Red China. It certainly wasn’t the Soviets, because one of their satellites had been brutally defeated by the hated American imperialists and then to add insult to injury, they had been stabbed in the back by their equally hated Communist rival; when the shakeup in the Kremlin came in January of ‘68, nobody should have been surprised when Stalinist hard-liners took over. It was one of the unanticipated consequences of our victory; and let me say, Yuri Andropov made us really long for Khrushchev.
* * *
Travis Smith: As the weeks went by and April became May, a real sense of despair come over us as the fighting drug on with no end in sight. Nobody had to tell us that another great plan by the desk top warriors in Washington had turned to shit and we were paying the price. From all the news we could pick up from the rest of the war, it looked as though the whole thing had degenerated into a bloody stalemate and it made no difference how many kids they drafted and sent over here or how many bombs and napalm they dropped on the North. Call it what they wanted-Battle Fatigue, Shell Shock-we had it and our effectiveness suffered a lot. If your mind has gone numb then you’re not much use to anybody, most of the time our lives depended on how fast we could dive for cover when Charlie opened fire, life or death was a matter of seconds.
It was sometime in early June, nearly six months after we had moved into Laos, when we got the first word of the Neutron bombings. Of course nobody in command down in Saigon had the sense to make a formal announcement or simply try to get the facts out to us poor son of a bitches way out in the boonies, some of which were down wind of ground zero. All we got was third hand radio reports that repeatedly used the word “nuclear,” that got everybody’s attention. The first thought I had was of mushroom clouds rising over Hanoi-a pleasant image. Right on the heel of the first reports the word came that we were less than 100 clicks from one of the bombing targets. Since no one had explained the difference between a Neutron and a thermo nuclear weapon, we were thinking in terms of megatons, fallout and all those “duck and cover” lessons from grade school. More than one guy in my unit was certain that we were all about to die of radiation sickness, it was especially bad when someone got a touch of malaria and suddenly had chills and fatigue, I felt sorry for Captain Elston because he didn’t have anything concrete to tell us and it would be just like those bastards in Saigon not to give a damn what happened to us. There was a rumor that one platoon, up next to the DMZ, panicked when they got the news and shot their Lieutenant along with one of their Sergeants and went over the hill and hid out for a month in Hue. Supposedly, the Army hushed the whole thing up.
Looking back, I think Charlie knew the war was coming to an end before we did, we had already got word that they had halted the bombing of the North-a big mistake on our part because it let them resupply and regroup and they hit us hard a couple times right before the cease-fire went into effect. I don’t know what the hell they thought it would accomplish at that late date. Maybe Charlie just wanted to get a few last kicks in before it was over. Those last few weeks were filled with terrible tension, on top our fears of dying from radiation from those Neutrons, nobody wanted to be the last man to be killed in Vietnam.
We were taking fire right until the end and taking casualties almost until the last day. The final guy in Bravo Company to buy it was named Rosebud-he must have took some crap for that-and he was such a lard ass I don’t see how he made it through Basic, guess they really were desperate for warm bodies. A round took most of his head off while he was sitting in the latrine, blood and brain geysered in every direction. I can’t think of a more un-heroic way to go.
Captain Elston came around and gave us the word that a cease-fire had been signed in Paris. He told us not to assume that just because somebody had signed a piece of paper thousands of miles away, we were off the hook, nobody was sure just what was going on with Charlie out in the bush and that we should be prepared to defend ourselves if fired upon. For good measure we were ordered to stay within the perimeter and minimize all contact with the Vietnamese. “Play it safe and give ‘em a wide berth” would be our policy. That was fine with us, all we gave a damn about was when we were getting the hell out of there; our job was done as far as we were concerned. As usual we had it wrong, part of the cease-fire agreement allowed us to keep troops in Laos for up to a year, so there was no reason to hurry up with pulling my unit out.
So as the weeks after the Paris agreement had been signed wore on, Bravo Company sat tight. This did nothing for anybody’s mood once the elation that naturally came with the war’s end, passed. I had to break up more than one fist fight during that time; a couple of poker games almost ended in cold blooded murder and Ernie Spivik nearly got his head bashed in with an entrenching tool because somebody didn’t like the tone of his voice.
We did have a couple strange encounters with the enemy in the weeks after the cease-fire. One morning a large group of them appeared out of the jungle, not more than a stone’s throw from our forward lines. Nobody said a word, we just stared at each other for a few minutes, some of them were clad in those famous black pajamas, but the majority wore khaki and Pith helmets. They just disappeared back into the jungle and we never saw any more of them, I figured that it was a unit from somewhere in the South that was in a hurry to get home now that the fighting was over, no different than us. By then the Chinese had crossed over into North Vietnam and were pushing toward Hanoi, picking up the pieces after we had softened them up. I guess a lot of those NVA regulars out in the bush had families they were desperate to get home to. Somehow word reached Charlie out in the boonies about what was happening back home; once the Chinese were in control, we started to get small groups of Vietnamese coming up to our lines and surrendering. Guess they knew the Chinese well enough not to go home and trust their asses to them. It was much worse down South, where literally thousands of Cong and NVA regulars came out of the jungle and capitulated to the Americans-they refused to give up to the South Vietnamese out of pride. I’ve read the story of how a First Sergeant found himself taking the surrender of the entire COSVN (Communist Office of South Vietnam) just west of Saigon. Nothing so dramatic happened to me.
My unit was finally relived of its position in late August, nine long months after we arrived. All of us jumped aboard the Chinooks and turned it all over to the 2nd Brigade and they were welcome to it. In only a few hours we were back down in Da Nang where we had started from back at the end of December. Everybody was given R & R; along with Spivik and a couple of other guys from Bravo Company, I spent a few days in Bangkok. After that there was nothing to do but mark time in the barracks at Da Nang until it was time to go home, they were pulling units out in the order they were deployed to South Vietnam, so all that time we spent sitting on our asses in Texas in the summer of ‘65 counted against us. While in Da Nang I ran into my nephew George, who had enlisted in the Marines a year earlier, just after he got out of high school. He was my oldest brother’s son and I imagine that he and my father had the same talk with him that they’d had with me. George had been in country just long enough to see some action around the DMZ and he would be there another year as part of peace keeping operations. While he was over there he fell in love with and married a South Vietnamese girl. I can tell you my brother and my father had real problems with that; George and his family would finally settle in California.
I didn’t leave South Vietnam until just before Thanksgiving. There were only a few weeks left in my enlistment and I had a lot of leave saved up, so my military career was effectively over the minute I set foot in San Francisco. We’d been warned that Frisco wasn’t the best place to be seen wearing a uniform, this despite the fact that Berkeley had been closed down for months, but I didn’t have any trouble-not that I stayed in town very long. By the time the 23rd Infantry made stateside all the celebrations were over and returning soldiers were old news. The only warm welcome I got was when I got back to Biloxi, but that was the one that counted. The Old Man had almost got on a plane and flown to San Francisco to meet me and for the rest of his life he cherished the picture of the two of us-me in my uniform-setting on the front porch that appeared in the Biloxi newspaper.
* * *
Ruth Eleanor Green: The barbarity of the Neutron bombings of North Vietnam had such a profound effect on us in the Coalition for Peace. We had truly underestimated this government’s capacity to use violence to achieve its ends. To this day I cannot look at the pictures of dead Vietnamese civilians-women and children cut down where they stood-without having tears come to my eyes. Many of my friends in the Peace Movement were so shaken that they gave up on America altogether and moved to Europe, but I refused to allow myself to become bitter and disillusioned. I took my direction from Dr. King and thought that the answer was in remaining active in the Movement.
I volunteered to work in the McGovern campaign, even though everybody said he didn’t stand a chance against LBJ and the old guard Democratic machine. But the Senator from South Dakota was the only one who showed the commitment and the guts to stand up against the madness we’d seen in Vietnam despite the public opinion polls. How I wish Bobby Kennedy had stepped up early on and not let those same polls influence him; instead we went onto the field of battle behind the only man who showed the necessary courage. We were a brave band of brothers that early spring of 1968, marching against all that entrenched power and public sentiment, but we truly believed the war in Vietnam was wrong and that enough people could be swayed to our side through persuasion. Thousands of us went into New Hampshire and Wisconsin determined to make our case for George McGovern in those early primary states. And to make our case against LBJ, Nixon, Westmoreland and their war machine and all it had taken from America. Thousands of people listened and voted their convictions-and were ignored. I thought getting thirty-five percent of the votes against a setting President was doing pretty good, but what really mattered was winning delegates and our side won barely enough to count on one hand when the dust settled. Talk about having the deck stacked and the fix put in.
Then Dr. King was killed in Memphis and it felt like I had been knocked flat. For a month afterward I couldn’t think about politics or a stupid fight over a Presidential nomination. That bastard Wallace could have gotten elected for all I cared; he was drawing big enough crowds to make it look like a possibility and the calendar was only April. Then in June, I was asked by friends in The Movement to come with them to Chicago at the end of August, they were planning a big mass demonstration at the Democratic Convention to demand they nominate Robert Kennedy instead of Johnson, and everyone was needed on deck. Taking it to the streets is how they put it. At first I though it was a stupid idea, LBJ was going to get his coronation and there was nothing we could do about it now. No one with any power was listening to us, I told them, and going to Chicago was a waste of time. But I was wrong; somebody was listening after all.
* * *
James Rice: My father was a delegate to the Republican Convention in ‘68; he was a Reagan man all the way and the absolute last thing he wanted to see was that rich welfare state Eastern liberal Nelson Rockefeller get the nomination; so you can imagine how royally ticked off he was when he got back from Miami Beach the second week of August. Reagan went into that convention with over 400 delegates and a real head of steam, so all the guys like my Dad who’d worked their asses off for Goldwater really and truly believed they were going to do it again. The strategy was to stop Rockefeller on the first ballot and then pick up enough delegates to put their man over on the second. But they had the rug pulled out from under them at the end of the first roll call when Governor Rhodes of Ohio stood up and threw all his favorite son votes to Rockefeller; Romney in Michigan did the same thing, clinching the game for Rocky before my father and the Reagan campaign knew what had hit them. All my father talked about when he got home was how the Eastern Establishment had the fix put in from the start and there was no damn way he was just going to just fall in line behind some millionaire who‘d never have to worry about seeing the value of his home decline because Negroes moved next door. He thought it was a personal spit in the eye to him and everyone else who’d worked for Goldwater and Reagan when Rockefeller honored Martin Luther King in his acceptance speech and affirmed his support for the Civil Rights Act. And it sure as hell was salt in the wound when Rockefeller picked a fellow liberal like Mark Hatfield for his Vice President.
It was so bad that my Dad and his buddies were actually talking about getting behind George Wallace, a cross burner; not just voting for the Alabama Governor, but raising money for him in California and forming a committee of the like minded in the Golden State. All those riots from Watts to Detroit, all those scenes of Negroes looting and burning left a lot of pissed off white people feeling like there was nowhere else to go. But then came the Democratic Convention in Chicago at the end of the month and the world got turned upside down.
* * *
Gen. Earl Halton: In the wake of the Moscow shakeup, Secretary Nixon postponed his plans to leave the Administration and decided to stay on until the end of President Johnson’s term, which meant that I stayed on as well. The best part of it was the extra star I got; the down part was-along with everyone else on the Secretary’s staff-getting pulled into the election of ‘68.
The events of that year have been well chronicled in more than a few books; I would point out the investigative works of Theodore White, William Manchester, Joe McGuiness, and David Halberstam as among the best and there is little I would say here that will add to their work. And I have nothing to say on the subject of whether I was a confidential source for any or all of those gentlemen.
What I can say is that it was Secretary Nixon who first informed President Johnson of the proposed “Kennedy Coup” at the Chicago Convention; this was confirmed to me by the Secretary himself who recounted the details of his conversation with the President to me the day after it happened, which would have been the second day of August. “Those sons of bitches really thought they were going to put one over on us,” were Mr. Nixon’s exact words. “They put the screws to me to me 1960, did the same thing to the President when he was running against Jack for the nomination. And Bobby is playing the same dirty game this year. Well, not this time.”
The Secretary explained the details to me this way: a cabal of old JFK hands-Sorenson, O’Brien, Powers, and O’Donnell, among others at Senator Robert Kennedy’s direction-had been in contact with Democratic Party bosses and big dogs. This cabal was intent making Senator Kennedy the Democratic Party’s nominee at the Chicago Convention instead of President Johnson. They would do this despite the President having more than enough pledged delegates to win the nomination by having the states of New York, California, Massachusetts, Minnesota, along with several hundred other delegates scattered among other state delegations simply abstain on the first ballot. That would be enough, combined with the 400 votes pledged to McGovern, to deny the President the nomination on the first roll call. It seemed that party rules only bound delegates to vote for a certain candidate on that first ballot, after that they were free to vote their conscience for whomever they wished and presumably would have flocked to the Kennedy banner and a chance to resurrect Camelot. Secretary Nixon assured me that this scheme not only could have worked, but was well on its way to success if he had not found out about it and alerted the President.
Now let me say this: I have no first hand knowledge of how the Secretary came by this information. Some-such as Mr. Drew Pearson and Jack Anderson-claim it was through the use of military intelligence agency assets, specifically Army and Naval Intelligence units deployed under Secretary Nixon’s orders. Let me say that such actions would have violated certain legal statutes and there is no credible evidence-now or then-that anything like that ever occurred.
But no matter how it is obtained, knowledge is power, and Secretary Nixon certainly used the power this knowledge gave him to his advantage. It is a damn shame that a decent man like Vice President Humphrey got put on the list of those found to be false in their loyalty to the President, but it is undeniable that members of his senior staff had been talking to Kennedy’s people. It seemed the Vice President’s men were playing a double game, angling to have their guy emerge as a compromise candidate if President Johnson and Senator Kennedy deadlocked themselves. The Vice President had no knowledge of what his men were up to; I know this because Mr. Nixon told me as much. It did not stop him from ordering Mr. Haldeman to leak this particular story to the press two days before the convention was to convene; I’ve always known politics was a tough and dirty business, but I had no idea just how much so until that last week of August of 1968.
* * *
Ruth Eleanor Green: Why did Robert Kennedy wait so late to challenge LBJ? His people would later say that it was the assassination of Dr. King and the accounts of Vietnamese suffering from horrible radiation sickness that appeared in the American press in the spring of ‘68 that finally motivated them to try and change the direction of the country. Maybe, but I think they were cowed too long by opinion polls that showed huge public approval for the President’s policy in Vietnam-immoral and criminal as that policy might have been.
In the end, they tried and thousands of us traveled to Chicago to stand witness and show our support; and for a few too short days it looked like we might actually succeed in toppling the warmongers. A group of us stayed with a school teacher on the South Side and watched a lot of what went down on her television set. That’s where we saw Senator Kennedy announce that his name would be put in nomination; I remember watching George McGovern’s speech on the opening day of the convention where he withdrew and threw his support to Bobby and thinking our momentum was unstoppable. We also watched as Hubert Humphrey, blinking back tears, stood before reporters and told them his name would not be put up for Vice President again. In that moment, I thought Lyndon Johnson’s house was falling apart and we would be the one to build something so much better once the rubble was cleared away.
On the third night of the convention we gathered in Grant Park with the intention of marching to the convention center in a show of mass support for Kennedy; there were thousands of us and we thought our time had come. I truly believed it in that moment despite all the setbacks and death, despite all my despair after Dr. King’s murder and the beatings of those wanting nothing more than peace.
But that moment was gone in a flash. We never got near the convention, Mayor Daley’s cops made sure of it; Johnson’s flunkies put the hammer down inside the hall and made sure everyone toed the line and those who didn’t could just get their collective asses the hell out of there. Hundreds did and marched up to Grant Park to join us; we cheered them, but it was the cheers of the defeated and everyone knew it.
What we didn’t know was that the worst was yet to come.
That would be when Richard Nixon was chosen to be Vice President on the ticket with Johnson. They called it a “national unity“ ticket, but the only thing that united those two men was the mountain of Vietnamese corpses they were both standing on.
* * *
James Rice: The 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago was the best drama ever. Watching little Bobby Kennedy try to crash Lyndon Johnson’s convention and have his ass handed to him was a sight to behold. Their whole plot to dump Johnson got exposed days before the opening gavel and all those party hacks that were secretly in the Kennedy camp lost their nerve; that along with the jettisoning of Hubert Humphrey and the battle over the rules and the platform made for great TV. But nothing topped the scene when Republican Richard Nixon walked out on the stage to accept the Vice Presidential nomination of the Democratic Party.
It was real political genius on Lyndon Johnson’s part to replace Humphrey with Nixon; he was in a dead heat at best with Rockefeller and both of them were barely ahead of Wallace, who was pulling down a whopping third of the vote if the polls were to be believed. But there were all those conservative Goldwater Republicans out there who just could not get over the fact that Rocky had given the cold shoulder to their man back in ’64. So old Johnson goes to Chicago and gives an acceptance speech where he says, “We were not afraid to go into South Vietnam and tell the bloodthirsty Communist hordes bent on conquest that they would go no further. We drew a line in the dirt and made them back down.” That was music to the ears of all those tough anti-Communists who suddenly forgot about LBJ signing all those Civil Rights Acts benefiting lazy Negroes whose only ambition was to get welfare checks paid for with hard working white people’s tax dollars. And the President didn’t say or do anything at Chicago that might have reminded them. It would have been a mighty different race if the Republicans had nominated Reagan, but it wasn’t in the cards.
My Dad started getting calls right after Labor Day, the first was from an old friend who’d raised big money for Goldwater in ’64 and who’d been a fellow Reagan delegate in ’68. The second was from John Connolly, the Texas Governor who’d run the convention for Johnson and made sure the so called “Kennedy Coup” got nowhere; the final one was from Tricky Dick himself. All of them were part of an orchestrated outreach to men like my father; men who had no use for Nelson Rockefeller and weren’t comfortable with the redneck rabble that was the Wallace campaign. Suddenly Dad was seeing virtues in LBJ heretofore hidden: yeah he was a big spending liberal and certainly a crook, but he’d sure kicked Commie ass over there in Southeast Asia. And he was smart enough to let Dick Nixon run the Pentagon and then promote him to Vice President. I think the clincher came when William F. Buckley wrote an essay saying how conservatives should follow their consciences on Election Day and vote for the man they thought was the toughest on the Communists.
So by the end of September, my father and many of his friends were sporting bumper stickers that simply said “Nixon for Vice President.” It was the perfect example of having your cake and eating it too. Their support was enough to tip California to Johnson on Election Day by the narrowest of margins; it off set Rockefeller carrying New York and New Jersey. They say Nixon was also responsible for the Democrats carrying Tennessee, Virginia and Florida and those states were enough for LBJ to pull it out in the Electoral College. It was nearly a year and a half after the official signing of the cease fire, but I think the Vietnam War really ended on the morning after Election Day 1968 when Johnson and Nixon stood together in the White House and claimed victory.
* * *
Ruth Eleanor Green: I put on a stoic face during the election that fall, it seemed the best way to cope with our defeat in Chicago. There was talk of mounting a fourth party challenge, a Peace Party, but it was really too late by then to get a candidate on the ballot in all fifty states. So I went back to my teaching job and watched the campaign on TV. It was not an edifying sight: Rockefeller, the great “liberal Republican” spent most of the fall talking about how he would put criminals and drug dealers in jail if he were elected; if anyone brought up Vietnam, he just intimated he’d have gone nuclear sooner than Johnson if it had been his call. Wallace just stoked the rage of morons who thought the Confederacy should have won the Civil War and made it clear he’d jump at the opportunity to drop even bigger nukes on the Communists if by some miracle he was elevated to the oval office. Both Lyndon Johnson and his new best friend, Richard Nixon, went across the country making speeches that might well have been written for Senator Joe McCarthy in his heyday.
Yet I’ll hand it to Johnson, he had the guts to name Thurgood Marshall Chief Justice of the Supreme Court right in the middle of that campaign. It showed that despite the crimes he had committed overseas, he still had not forgotten there were wrongs back here in the USA he could still put right in some small way. I took that into account when I cast my vote on election day, all my friends in the Peace Movement said there was no choice, that all of them-LBJ, Rockefeller, Wallace-were part and parcel of the same corrupt system, but I went to my polling place and pulled the lever beside a name just the same. You can’t complain if you don’t vote, that’s all there is to it.
But after the Armageddon that was the ‘68 election-because it took Dr. King’s life and left the forces of reaction more firmly in control than ever-I just tuned politics out for most of the next ten years; seeing Bobby Kennedy shake hands and make peace with the man who was his family‘s worst enemy only made it worse. They call the 70’s the decade of Nixon, the man who is second only to FDR for time in the White House. Some even try to portray him as the most progressive President since the second Roosevelt; tell that to all the dead Vietnamese, to all the dead Nicaraguans, to all the dead Angolans, to all the dead Chileans, not to mention Daniel Ellsberg, who has rotted in prison all these years on a phony treason conviction because he blew the whistle on Nixon’s covert operations.
Instead I devoted myself to more personal causes: I was a founding member of Our Responsibility, an organization dedicated to raising money and providing proper medical treatment for the thousands of surviving Vietnamese victims of the Neutron attacks who were suffering from horrible cancers caused by the radiation to which they were exposed. In the late ‘60’s this was not a popular cause. My fundraising work, plus the fact that I was also a prominent activist on behalf of repealing Maryland’s restrictive abortion laws earned me a visit from one of Director Gordon Liddy’s FBI agents in 1976.
That incident pushed me back into political activism with a lot tougher skin this time; I was bloodied and unbowed when Reagan-Buchanan won and learned that the bad guys don’t get their way every time when Clinton and then John F. Kennedy Jr. ran.
Always persevere, stay the course, and never be afraid.
* * *
James Rice: In the long run I think everything worked out, I stayed in the Army for a year after the cease fire and then went back to school and eventually got my Masters. Things really got screwed up for some people, one of my father’s partners had a son who claimed to be a “revolutionary” and joined the anti-war movement; his parents helped him go to Canada to avoid the draft and my father was so outraged that he never spoke to the man again. I got more out of my Vietnam experience than I realized at the time; five years later I helped put together a group of investors that built the Indochine Hotel in Saigon, the biggest hotel and casino in the Far East. Because of my service there during the war, I was instrumental in finding the site to build on. It’s all about turning negatives into positives.
That’s what my father did, it seemed Johnson and Nixon were quite intent on keeping on the good side of the people who helped deliver California to them; that’s why a construction company in which he owned a majority interest got a bunch of lucrative government contracts over the next three years to help renovate and expand the Naval base at San Diego and the docks at Long Beach. The statute of limits on any and all laws and regulations has long since expired, so I’m comfortable telling it now. Dad knew where his bread was buttered and remembered who’d scratched his back; I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, but on August 9th of 1974, when LBJ finally went to that great White House in the sky, he lowered the flags in front of the big house in Torrance and the second home on Oahu to half mast.
* * *
Gen. Earl Halton: I was in Mr. Nixon’s office at the Pentagon that final Thursday in August when he signed his resignation as Defense Secretary; a plane was waiting to fly him to Chicago where he would accept the second spot on President Johnson’s “Unity” ticket. “I’m sacrificing a lifetime of party loyalty here,” I remember him saying, “but I’ll be Goddamned if I’ll let those Kennedy’s piss away all the hard work I’ve accomplished in this place in the last three years. Bobby is just mad because Lyndon and I did in Vietnam what he and Jack could never do in Cuba. It’s nothing more than that.” Then he shook my hand and effusively thanked me for all the help during all those tough days. “You were a rock,” he told me, “a rock.” I took that as high praise.
But as I watched Mr. Nixon walk away, all I could think about was Hubert Humphrey and how he was getting on a plane to fly out of Chicago at that moment, kicked to the curb. He was the loser in a very tough game and I was standing in the wake of the ultimate winner, but at what a price. I’ll say this for Richard Nixon, on the day after he assumed the Presidency, the first call he made was to Mr. Humphrey, asking him to become Vice President again.
I stayed on after Clark Clifford took over at Defense, but moved over to the Chief of Staff of the Army’s office. It was pleasant duty and I had a chance to go over to the White House after President Johnson resigned because of his heart condition in April of 1971, but I turned it down; after so many years, I’d had enough of Washington, not the place, but the mentality.
So in January 1972 I took over command of MAACV in Saigon, but I did not find it a pleasant experience. I consider myself a soldier, not a viceroy, which is what that job had become in my opinion. We had gone to war to achieve a free and independent South Vietnam, not to establish an American satrapy in Southeast Asia. What I found particularly distasteful was dealing with the petty South Vietnamese politicians and Army officers who were constantly currying favor in order to get their hands on the millions of dollars America poured into their country every year. This was a situation that corrupted and degraded both countries and during my tour of duty I made many recommendations to Washington on ways to rectify the problem, including reducing our military commitment there. This did not win me many friends in the “Vietnam Lobby,” but unlike them I didn’t believe I deserved to get rich off my service to my country. These were the same people who opposed my efforts to allow radiation patients from the North come to the United States for medical treatment.
While at MAACV I was able to establish our first contacts with the Chinese military command in the North. This went a long way toward easing remaining tensions leftover from the end of the war. It only made sense, considering the fact that there were over 200,000 Chinese troops just over the DMZ, trying to maintain control over the North. I also had the chance to meet with a number of surviving members of Ho Chi Minh’s government who had escaped from their imprisonment by the Chinese and were now seeking to wage a new guerrilla war against them. I was struck by how little bitterness they held toward America, considering how harshly we had waged war against them. Their wrath was reserved for the Chinese, whom they felt had betrayed them. I tried to arrange a meeting with Gen. Giap, who was reportedly organizing resistance to the Chinese out in the bush, but it didn’t come about. I wanted to ask him if he appreciated the irony of the fact that after all of his and Ho’s struggles and triumphs, Vietnam ended up back under foreign domination.
* * *
Travis Smith: I’ve got one question after all this time: If we had the Neutron Bomb from the very beginning, then why did we wait two and a half years to use it on the North Vietnamese? Why couldn’t LBJ and Nixon have used it right in the spring of ‘65 and saved us from having to go through all that shit over there? I’ve read all the books on that war and I don’t care what they claim, it wasn’t the same as when Truman dropped the A-bomb on the Japs. Guys like me had been getting their asses shot off for 24 straight months, but it wasn’t until the politicians and Generals in Washington started feeling the heat that they brought in the big artillery and took care of business. They must have been pissing in their pants at the thought of having all those coffins coming back home in an election year.
Of course I should know better than to get all worked up about it, but it gripes me that so many E-11’s did all the fighting and dying, while somebody else took all the glory. It has been that way in all wars I suppose, but when it’s your war, that little fact of life can be hard to swallow. I still think about all those kids that had to go over there and the men who died in that unnamed valley in Laos. That’s why I didn’t vote for Johnson/Nixon in 1968, my father and brothers could not understand why I wouldn’t support the men who‘d nuked the ‘Cong. I didn’t argue with them, but when I went into the voting booth, I wrote in the names of former Sgt. Hugh Stone for President and former Sgt. Patrick O'Mara for Vice President. Both of them were out of the Army on disability and after all the years they had served their country, it seemed to have no place for them now. If the White House was going to be the ultimate spoils of the Vietnam War then I figured I’d give my vote to somebody who had earned my respect and needed the job.
* * *
Looking back on it, I can see now how incredibly lucky my family had been: my Old Man was at Belleau Wood in 1918 and barely got a scratch; my oldest brother, Eddie, landed at Normandy; the next brother, Ennis, was with Patton and neither one of them got anything more than a nick; brother Bob was a Marine on Iwo Jima and the worst that happened was when his helmet got dinged by a nickel sized piece of shrapnel; my closest brother, Lawrence, landed at Inchon, saw the worst of it at Pork Chop Hill and came back with nothing more than frost bite from the damn Korean winter. I came back whole from the Vietnam campaign, same for Eddie‘s son, George.
We thought about it at the time and then took it all for granted, but luck never lasts, be it good or bad. My family’s good luck ran out with Lawrence’s boy, Lee; his B-52 was shot down over Iran when Reagan carpet bombed that Goddamn miserable country. He ejected in time, but then spent thirteen months as a prisoner of the Ayatollah. My nephew broke both legs when he landed hard in the country outside Teheran and the sons of bitches threw him in a cell, kept him in solitary and didn’t bother to set either leg; Lee spent most of the years since then in a wheelchair.
But the worst of it, at least for me, came twenty seven years to the day after the cease fire in Vietnam was signed; that was the day my oldest son, Travis Jr., took a round through the head outside Potsdam, Germany. He was doing his duty, keeping the starving Russians from overrunning all of Europe; they saved Travis’s life-those Army surgeons had plenty of practice in the intervening years-but it’s been tough row to hoe since then. Travis is doing well now-even married to a nice girl and raising a little boy, but it’s been a long journey, that‘s all I‘ll say.
When I look at that little boy, especially when he’s playing on the floor with the GI Joe I got him last Christmas and I really hope there are no Vietnams in his future.
But I fear.
The End
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