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Saigon fell 10 years ago this month. Paul Johnsonirefleéts on the paralysing

effect.on US readiness to oppose Soviet expansionism—-until-Reagan==

' Vietnam
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- the vicious |
legacy

The fall of Saigon in 1975 and the ho atiempled o do precisely that - Maiori e T
decade that has followed illustrate a \ennedy commitice troops in ori u '

maxim endorsed by wise historians. tiny injections. which acted like a ?i‘ ty Sbl)l)()l!l'te o
it is willpower, rather than physical. :;)acctl':le lfo|;m_mumze tl}c chtmmh t .e war, utt e .-
power, which determines the out- e full ympact o merican cal ; 2.8 ‘
D e o wars. e o power as it came. media said otherwise |

1n analysing the 40-year tragedy of
Indochina we must never forget that
from 1945 onwards it was the
determination of Ho Chi Minh, the
communist leader, and his ‘suc-
cessors 1o dominate all of Vietnam,
Laos and Cambodia, which was the
principal dynamic of the su'uﬁev
and the ultimate cause of all the:
bloodshed. They refused to allow
their aim to be deflectéed in’ the’
smallest degree by the appalling
casualties their subjects suffered or
inflicted. The accusations of geno-
cide hurled at the Americans thus
have a bitter jrony. It was:.the.
communists who never lost therwill
to rule, atany cost. . B T

The Americans,. by . contrast,
lacked a clear aim from the star,
and lacking an aim how could they
find the will to achieve i?- Ho
himself owed his initial position to
the sponsorship of the American
Office of Strategic Services (precur-
sor of the CIA) during its anti-colo-
nialist phase. Truman later reversed
the policy and backed the French.
But it was Eisenhower who commit-
ted America’s original sin- in
Vietnam. When the French pulled
out in 1954 and the country was
partitioned, he acquiesced in the
refusal of the South to submit to the
clectoral process. That in effect
committed the US to sustaining the
Saigon regime. - .

If Eisenhower had fought the
Vietnam war the outcome would
have been quite different. Being a
military man, he knew that the key
10 success in war is 0 hit the enemy
with overwhelming force and sus-
tain it- until he surrenders. The
notion of fighting a war of restraint,
with one eye on the headlines. was
to him a contradiction in terms.

Unfortunately the active phasc of
the war was conducted by (wo
civilians. Kennedy and Johnson.

Johnson did the same with US air
power. The USAF told him it couid
get results only if the air offensive
was heavy, swifl, repeated cndlessly.
and without restraint. With political
restrictions. it promiscd nothing.
Yet from start to finish, Johnson
limited the bombing by restrictions
which were entirely political. Every
Tuesday he had a lunch conference
at which he determined targets and
bomb-weights.

Thus. the bombing intensified
very slowly, and the Vietminh had
time to build shelters and adjust.
When Russia scnt defensive miss-
iles. US bombers were not allowed

_to attack while the sites were under
construction. In addition to target
and bomb-weight limits. there were-
16 *“bombing patises”. nonc of
which evoked the slightest response, -
and-no less .tham - 72 American”
*peace initiatives™, all ignored.

In a media democracy such as
America, o fight such a hesitant war
was to invite dissension on the
home front. It duly came, in
1966-67. ‘when ,thé East -Coast
media, ;hitherto s enthugiastic “sup-
‘porters of US intervention. began 10
descrtl’ In due course, the Seven
Deadly, Sinnets of the US media -
| the New York. Times. the VVashin
ton Post. Tinc. Newsweck, ABC,
CBS and NBC - stquck at the will to
continue, not so much by their
cditorializing as by their decply
_ pessimistic and critical reporting.

Vietnam “wag: lest not .09 the
ground. byt in the'media. The ke
-episode " was ' thg. communist < Tét
offensive on January 30. 1968. For
the first time . :the comrmunists
conducted .a majer offcensive in the
open. lts object’ was 1o achieve
complete tactical'success and deton-
ate a mass uprising. {t failed 1n both:
the Vietcong sutlered heavy casu-

alues.

- e - PUEEE ;._A Y ‘
But the. ‘Arferican media,
especially -the 'FV networks, presen-

‘ted it, as a decisive ¢éommunist

. victory, the; American equivalent of

the disaster’ at Dien Bien Phu which
led the .French to gull out. An
elaborate st by Peéter Braestup.
published in*1977.-shows how the
medtia’s reversal of the truth (not .
deliberate, om the whole) came'
about. - ¢ T el T

The media sitilar)y distorted the
attitude of the. Amenican people (0!

i the war. The agsertionghow a

platitiide, that. th te‘.;i-'ﬁas' a_great
swing' away :from the’ War in“public:
opinton. abgve-all amo‘n;ethe young.-
is not true. Analysis of couniless
polls shows”, that- . support- for

withdrawal was. never more than 20
per cent .until after lhei-Nos"exnlﬁr
the

1968 election,s by which ‘time?

decision to pull out had already been
taken. .

Most Americans, in fact. had the
right instincts: they wanted the war
intensified. so that it could be won,
quickly. Support for this policy
was always greater among under-
35s than among older people.
Young white males were thc most
consistent group backing escalation.
Johnson's popularity ratings always
rose when he piled on the military
pressure: it leapt by 14 points when .
he started the bombing, then fell
gradually as people reahized he was
not “"bombing to kill™.

Johnsons working-class Demo-

"crat supporters lefl him not because

he was too tough but becausc they
felt, rightly. he was not tough
cnough. He himself finally lost heart
on March 12 1968 when his vote fell
sharply in the New Hampshire
presidential primary. He said he
would not seek reelection but would
spend the rest of his term making
pcace in Victnam.
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Careful analysis of the prim
. voting figures showed that, amc?rl;;l
anti-Johnson voters, the hawks
outnumbered the doves by three 10

two. But Johnson accepted the
media’s false interpretation of what
the, nation wanted. So it was not the
Amecrican people who lost stomach
for the fight: it was thc American
leadership. st
- Hence by the timec Richard Nixon
100k over the presidency carly in
1969 the decision 10 end the war in
one way or another had cffectively
been taken. Over four difficult vears,
he negotiated skilfully with Hanoi.
in" the meantime transforming the
geopolitics of the Far East by his
“new China policy. Aithough the US
military force in Vietnam was
steadily reduced. by the end of 1972
Nixon had succceded in forcing
Hanoi 10 accept two basic condi-
tions. As Henry Kissinger has
summarized them, “Amcrica would
not end the war by overthrowing an
allied government. Nor would it
forgo the right to assist peoples that
had fought valiantly atits side™. = =
~ On-Jamuary - 27.> 19730 " the
+agreement on Ending the War and
Restoring Peace in Vietnam™. signed
by both sides. rescrved America’s
right to maintain aircraft carriers in
Indochinese waters and 10 use
aircraft stationed . in Taiwan and
Thailand if Handi broke the accords.
So long as Nixon held office, would
have been more than~enough to-
casure the independence of  thé
South. as : welt - as ~Laot and'
Cambodia. ° < :
But Nixon.was soon swepi from
power by the media’ purich known as
Watcrgate. This cpisode can be scen
cither as onc of those spasms of sell-
rightcous moral hysterig “to -which.-
America scems pequliarly prone or
asa dclibcrategl\?‘ﬂpl fo reverse the
popular verdict of the 1972 clection.
[t was a bit 'of both, probably. But
for the men- in Hangi:it was any
uficovenanted stydke of-fortune, and
for the Sovict:world ‘genérally:it was
the opportunity it had Been walting
for since Truman, in 1945, began the

xrs

_process of résisting the advance of

Communism all,over,_the globe - a
collapse of American will.
=1t was not just that Nixon. a
‘powerful.and: wilypresident with a
huge popular mandate, was replaced
in the most difficult ciccumstances
_possible by the inexperienced Gerald
Ford. who had not been-elected at
all. It' was also that. temporarily at
least, - under the impact “of anti-
_Vietnam fecling in Congress and still
‘more Watergate, the. balance of
power-had swung from the White
House16 Congress. ~ *» . -
* In 1973 the’ War Powers Resolu-
tion, “passéd..over Nixon' --veto,
imposed unprecedented restraints
on the power of:the. president to
commit US forces abroad. Further
limitations on preidential foreign
policy were imposed by the Jackson-
Vanik and Stevenson amendments
of 1973-74. The ClA was virtually
‘anaesthttized by Congress. . *

In_ 1974, Congress successfully

_ prevented.thie president from taking.

‘.acti;'e‘}meamm in Cyprus, and in
1975.in:Apgola. it passed the Arms
Export . Control Act. - abolishing
presidentigl “-discretign  in. arms
supply.: It used financial. controls. 10
limit “presidential agreements™ (as
opposed 1o trcaties) ‘with foreign
powers, 6.300 of which had been

made . in the 30 jears 1946-74.
No fewer than. 33 congressional
committees, now supervised cvery
aspect of the president’s work in
forcign and defence policy.

Against this background. there
was little that Gerald Ford could do
when the North Vietnamese broke
the accords and launched a general
invasion of the south. Twice. in
January and March 1975. Ford
made despcerate appeals to Congress.
_Congress did nothing. Saigon fell.
Then came the real genocide. We
shall never know how. many of the
pcople of South Vietnam were
massacred. By 1977 a fifih of the
population was in exile, 200.000 in
political prisons. But the worst
atrocities were committed in Cam-
bodia by the communist Khmer
Rouge. which entered the capital in
mid-April. shorly before the fall of
Saigon: - Co )

Africa pi'imevtarget
in Moscow’s new
adventufres abroad

»

Between  Apdil; 1975 : and  the
beginning ot 1977, 100.000. Cambo-
dians were exebujed. 20,000 died
rving to flee. .000 in a. forced
ervodus from the:towns and 680.000

_in prison camps and:“villages™ - a

total of 1.2 milfiqn. a fifth. of the
population. That! was the  price
h}d(_)ching had ; to pay so ihat
America’s Fourth Esiate might enjoy
unlimiteéd hicence. @ -

' America's humiliation .and. the

_cvident paralysig of its presidency
-cacouraged the: Soviet, Union to

make 4 sefjes of forward moves of a
kind i1, had not - auempted since
Stalin’s day (with the one exception
of the abortive Cuban vepture in
1962). Africa was the prime target
with the ultimate object of replacing
the white regime ;in_ South Africa
with a black.- Marxist one. thus
giving Russia naval predominance
in the southern ocecans and control
over the largest dnd mwost varied
deposits of mincrals in the world,
altler lsown.bq P

‘In December 1975, cight months
afier the Saigon dolapse. the first
Cuban_ troops. under, Sovicy naval
escott, landed Ih Angolr.:Thé nekt
year they moved into Ethiopia and
into Central and East Atrica. By the
end of the 1970s there were ten
Marxist African states. some with
Cuban garrisons. providing Russia
with diplomatic and propaganda
support. economic  access  and
military bascs.

The second hall of the 1970s.
marted by growing economic crists
in the West and a falling US dollar.
were distinguished by ‘American
paralysis or retréat all over the
world, and by the unremitting
-advance by! Russia and its surro-

# gates. At the beginning of 1979,

.~ dedérted by Washington. the Shah of
Iran - America’s most important

. ally in western Asia and the Gulf -

‘abandoned his throne 1o a fiercely
anti-western theocratic dictatorship
which ~  immediately plunged
America into Iresh humiliations.
But ) pnother of those paradoxes

in ‘whicahistory is so rich, e
seizure wer by Shiite extremists
in:lcdn in.motion a chain of.

h..ecyersed the  whoie
géopo! ! drift. of . the 1970s. For
the Ayatollgh's haly war rang alarm

bells in tht Keemlin, increasingly
suspicious of its 50 million Muslim
subjccts with their spectacularly high
birthrate. : gL .

In December 1979, .irritated by
internal cvents in Afghanistan. ~ a |
potential source of Muslim funda-
mentalist uhrest right on its borders .,
— and assuming. without .question
that the West wauld no longer react,
Russia invaded and occupicd.ihc
country, nominally at the request of
one of its political factions.

That was the turning point. Jhe
West did react, Above all, America.
rcacted. The par'alrl.sc,d giant, came
back 1o life. Within a year the .
American people. by an overwhelm-
ing majority. had elected a strong
president with a clear mandatc Ja.
reassert the powers of the presi-
dency. restore the arms balange, ang
give America and . the West -2
vigorous leadership all over the
world. - . : . :

Ronald Reagan has certainly.done
what the electors asked. In the:
process he has done . two further
things which seerned:scarccly poss-
ible when -he began his election
campaign in the spring of 1980.
First. he  has .presided over a
formidable revival of the American
cconomy which has. crcated. 10
million new jobs. recovered US
supremacy in a range of advanced
technolagies apgltecyalped the dollar.

All this has led. secondly. to a
restoration of Amc?’g’,_ okaje,and
lf-confidence. Ordinary Americans
have rediscovercd; pride:-in théi
country, togethes with- the  will to-
detend its interests. :

In wrn. Reagan's first four and 2
half years have forced Russia into an
uncomiortable  reappraisal of” its
policics: The end of the 1970s foupd
1 overstretchetd, once it was clear
that Afghanistan would be a heavy’
military. and fifiancial commitment
for many yrars.  [mmediately
Reagan began to raisc UUS defence
spending Moscow was forced to look
around for savings in order to give
nself financial room 10 respond to
the challenge

= 2
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The chaice fcn" 'ou mulhcrn
Africa.  MostoWw i Iongcr
prepared o pay the ('uban bill, and
us torces are bemn slowly cxtricated.
South Africa is_thus ‘able 16 make’
paace with ite néthhoufs and engage
in a provess ‘of irfternal: 'réform.”
Indeed; Moscow '‘has ‘downgraded
Africa as a whole in its scheimes. '

Thus a great part of the damage 10
the West which tollowed the fail of
‘Saigonr has been” repdired. But its
duestiuctive «onset;uemc‘s‘ are'still

» with us. The mumph'of communist
North Yictnam' drought: inlo exist--
ence one of the fierceSt and most’
militaristic states the world has ever,
known. Vicinam has ‘become an
Asfan Prussia. 'with 1,200,000 men’
under arms. more per capita than
any other country.

These forces are lf'lﬂuﬁm‘olr
mercly to near neighbours such as,
Thaifand and Malaysia but 1o noﬂJ
communist . regimes  throughou
vast new aie of lension, spreac n,g
through south and south-cast Asia
decp it ‘theIndian- ‘and * Pacifié+
oceans. In ‘this immense ‘scetor of -
the world. hitherto. almost. un¢
troubled by i:Soviet: gcopolitics.
Mascow can sct yiv motioh ditficult-
ies for the West at hittle or no cost 1o
iself. The Soviet ocean-going naval -
and fishing flects. with Victnam

Aprﬂ 29, 1975 as the communists clou in, fmtnn astionals flee Saigon by UsS navnl helicobter. .
Approved For Release 2010/08/06 : CIA-RDP87-00462R000100120004-9

land-for as - potential assistants,.
are the physical mcans by which
these difficultics can be exploitod. -
Ore oppotiunity. presents dtsclf in
‘Sri Lanka. There is another i Ao New
‘Caledonia. where the French have
made an almighty hash f things | (as.
they 'did in lndochm‘i There' is’
trouble with Mauritius,. now ncgo-
‘hating with Mpscow. The Vietna-
mese arc showing, un. active interest
in  Vanuatu (formerly ihe  New
Hebrides). The Russians thepisclves
are negotiating “fjshing righls™ with
Kiribati (formerly ' the | Emcc Ise”

tands): and where (fie Sovigt.trawlers.
come their nuclcar submarmcs are.

varcly. far behind.

‘AU this delicale momcm ‘theé New
Zcalanders - wha aftcr all have ?ar
more 1o lose then we have - havé
chosen to put in power a comic

Methodist lay-preacher: whose first:

major att fas becn. o dcslroy the:

Anzus Treaty, < .0

"Hence, whilei the psychous in-
duced by the fall of Saigon has been
largety exortised: the physicai legacy
remains. - in the. early 1970s -we

allowed to.emerge in south-east Asia:

a political and miilitary. Franken<

stein influenced trom afar By its

Soviet progenitors." We must. bolt all
the doorb in the region that wé can.

© ' @ Thees Newspapers Limited, 1968~
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January 27, 1973: the four-party agreement ending the war.
Then came Watergate — and the communist onslaught




