CHAPTERT

Contexts of the Vietnam War and
US Army Psychiatry: A Debilitating War
Fought a Long Way From Home

What has been called a strategy of containment is designed to bring about peace and
reconciliation in Asia as well as in Europe. In the U.S. view, only if violence is opposed
will peace and reconciliation become possible. If aggression succeeds [in Vietnam],

the Asian Communists will have shown that [Chinese Communist Chairman] Mao
[Tse-tung] is right: The world can only be reshaped by the gun.'®>

Why We Fight In Viet-Nam
US Department of State Pamphlet
June 1967

A war protest demonstra-
tion in Washington, DC,

in the spring of 1971. The
antiwar movement in the
US, which was expressed
though increasingly larger
and louder protest rallies,
marches, and demonstra-
tions, was. For the troops
fighting in Vietnam it
signified growing oppo-
sition to the war and was a
prominent if not the over-

riding contextual factor ; -
responsible for their steady
demoralization of the

troops fighting in Vietnam he US ground war in Vietnam (1965-1973) began on 8 March 1965,
Photograph courtesy of when over 3,500 men of the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade made an
Sydney Fleischer Camp. unopposed amphibious landing on the northern coast of the Republic

of South Vietnam. This was in response to intensification in the fighting
between the military forces of South Vietnam—an ally of the United States—and
indigenous communist forces as well as those from South Vietnam’s neighbor to
the north, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (commonly referred to as North
Vietnam). In early May the first US Army ground combat troops, the 173rd Airborne
Brigade, arrived in South Vietnam, landing at the mouth of the Saigon River at Vung
Tau. In time, service members from all branches of the US military became part of
a multinational effort by the United States and other free world allies that sought to
block the spread of communism in Southeast Asia.
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FIGURE 1-1. Arial view of the
rugged terrain in Vietnam.
Most combat operations in
Vietnam occurred away from
the urban areas and in the
mostly unpopulated four-
fifths of the country. In this
challenging and unforgiv-
ing countryside US troops
encountered formidable
impediments to movement
over the ground, extraordi-
nary heat and humidity, and
monsoonal rains for months at
a time. Photograph courtesy
of Richard D Cameron, Major
General, US Army (Retired).

The insertion of American ground forces in South-
east Asia followed a 15-year period of escalating US
commitment of financial aid and military advisors
whose purpose was to support the government and
military of South Vietnam in defending itself against
a takeover sponsored by North Vietnam. More than
8 exhausting years of warfare followed. American
involvement ended following mounting public protest in
the United States, the “Vietnamization” of the allied war
effort (assisting South Vietnamese forces to assume the
primary combat role), and the drawdown of US military
forces and civilian advisors. But just 2 years after the
negotiated truce that resulted in the withdrawal of the
remaining American military personnel (29 March
1973), North Vietnam violated the truce and overran
South Vietnam, which surrendered on 30 April 1975.

The war became far wider, longer, and costlier than
predicted—the United States and its allies had become
intractably ensnared in Vietnam’s simultaneous and
protracted social revolution, civil war, and national-
istic opposition to foreign domination. The war also
assumed a central role in a decade of social and political
upheaval in the United States—a nightmare that
threatened its most basic institutions, including the US
military. In the second half of the war (1969-1973),
as Americans came to disown and denounce the war
in Southeast Asia, an increasing and ultimately huge
proportion of US troops assigned in Vietnam came to
question their purpose there. They expressed in every
way short of collective mutiny, including psychiatric
conditions, their inability or unwillingness to accept

the risks of combat, acknowledge military authority, or
tolerate the hardships of an assignment in Vietnam. Yet
this all occurred in a setting where combat objectives
were still in effect, weapons were ubiquitous, violence
was adaptive, and narcotics and other drugs were
effectively marketed and widely used by US troops.
This chapter summarizes especially salient aspects
of the historical, military, and sociopolitical context of
the war that add meaning to the role challenges and
ethical issues faced by the Army psychiatrists and allied
mental health professionals who served in Vietnam.

VIETNAM: ITS LAND, PEOPLE,
CULTURE, AND HISTORY

Throughout the war, it was the rare US soldier
who had much understanding of where he was fighting
(beyond knowing he was in Southeast Asia) and why
(beyond “stopping communism”).>* The following
offers a condensed description of Vietnam and
selected historical features bearing on those questions.
Especially useful as sources for this review have been
the multivolume series, The Vietnam Experience, by
The Boston Publishing Company;* and The Vietnam
Guidebook,’ written by Barbara Cohen, MD, a
psychiatrist who served with the Army in Vietnam.

The Land
Located in Southeast Asia and halfway around the
world from the United States, Vietnam (a term that will
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be used in this section to represent both the northern
and southern halves) shares the Indochinese peninsula
with the countries of Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, Burma
(now Myanmar), and Malaysia. Indochina projects
south from the continent of Asia into the South China
Sea, and Vietnam hugs its eastern side. Vietnam lies

in the tropical zone, its long, thin “S” shape oriented
in a north-south direction. Its area approximates

that of the state of California, and it extends roughly
1,200 miles from its northern border with China to

its southern border on the Gulf of Thailand. Vietnam
is a lush country that contains two large, fertile river
deltas—the Red River in the north and the Mekong
River in the south. These comprise roughly 25% of
the country and are linked by a backbone of rugged
mountains (Figure 1-1). The northern urban centers of
Hanoi and Haiphong lie in the Red River delta, and
Ho Chi Minh City (formerly Saigon) is in the Mekong
River delta in the south (Figure 1-2). About half of the
country is jungle, with roughly 80% covered by tropical
vegetation.

The People

Vietnam is one of the world’s most densely
inhabited countries. During the war the population
was estimated to be 40 million people®; however, the
first scientifically conducted census, which was taken in
1979, 4 years after the fall of the Saigon government,
calculated Vietnam’s population at 53 million.’ More
than half of the population lives in the coastal plains
and the lowlands formed from the two river deltas.

FIGURE 1-2. A street scene in downtown
Saigon. Saigon, the capital of the Re-
public of Vietnam, commonly referred to
as South Vietnam, was a large, bustling,
urban city during the war. Following the
surrender of South Vietnam to North
Vietnam in 1975, it was renamed Ho Chi
Minh City. Until 1973, when US military
personnel were withdrawn from Vietnam,
many troops assigned in the Saigon area
found ways to interact with the Vietnam-
ese outside of military boundaries, despite
the lack of authorization, often for illicit
commercial purposes such as prostitution,
drug acquisition, and black marketeering.
Photograph courtesy of Richard D Cam-
eron, Major General, US Army (Retired).

Rural villages are home to 85% of the Vietnamese
population®; their lives are centered on subsistence
farming—mostly rice growing—or fishing. Family life
and that of the village are the basic units of Vietnamese
culture. As suggested by the name “Indochina,” the
countries that share the peninsula have arisen from the
convergence of the two great civilizations nearby—India
and China. Furthermore, because of its geographic
circumstance of hugging the coast, Vietnam in particular
has served as the crossroads of Southeast Asia.

Over the years of prerecorded history, Indian and
Chinese traders, missionaries, and especially immigrants
came there and extended their cultures and technologies
throughout the area. Its mountainous spine meant that
the Chinese influence from the north would eclipse that
of India from the west. Most of today’s Viethamese
(88%),’ called the Viet (or Kinh), descended from
those who emigrated southward from their ancient
homelands in China’s southern provinces and mixed
with the indigenous people to form the dominant
culture. The racial ancestors of the Viet Vietnamese
are a mix of Chinese and non-Chinese people of
Mongolian descent, as well as those of Indo-nesian and
Filipino heritage.’ At least 54 minority ethnic groups
comprise the remaining population,® all of which
made the American understanding of Vietham more
complicated (Figure 1-3).

The Vietnamese language has elements of Cambo-
dian, Thai, and Chinese and, although it is written
in Roman characters, a heritage that dates back to
Portuguese missionaries, it is especially challenging for
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FIGURE 1-3. A Vietnam-
ese peasant woman from
a fishing village on the
coast near Nha Trang.

At the time of the war
roughly 85% of Vietham-
ese lived in rural villages,
and their lives centered
on subsistence farming—
mostly rice growing—or
fishing, and family and
village life. The war was
not fought as much for
territorial control as for
the allegiance of these
people. Photograph
courtesy of Richard D
Cameron, Major General,
US Army (Retired).
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Westerners to speak because it is a tonal language.® A
syllable may have as many as six inflections, each of
which carries a different meaning.

Cultural Identity

Throughout its long history, the national identity
of the Vietnamese people has been forged by violent
struggles against foreign domination, civil wars, and
their own aggressive expansionist ambitions. Indeed,
the national borders of Vietnam were not defined until
the late 18th century. By then the Vietnamese had
incorporated the southernmost areas—the land of the
Hindu Cham people who were descended from Hindu
and Polynesian cultures.” The tumultuous history of
the Vietnamese greatly contributed to their tenacity in
fighting the United States and its allies in South Vietnam.
For them, especially those living in the north, the
Vietnam War (1965-1973) merely represented the most
recent chapter in a centuries-old resolve to establish
territorial claims and self-determination.

Relevant History
China, Vietnam’s Colossal Neighbor

The Vietnamese people identify their prehistoric
roots as deriving from the ancient, some say legendary,
kingdom of Au Lac, a thriving culture that is said to
have inhabited land north of Hanoi in the Red River
valley. However, between 500 BcE and 300 Bce Chinese
emigration into northern Vietnam had begun® and,
over time, set the stage for almost a thousand years
of Chinese rule and assimilation (111 Bce=938 cg).®
Because of its geographic proximity, Vietnam has always
had close political ties with China; moreover, this
protracted history of subjugation by the Chinese in the
first millennium guaranteed close cultural ties as well.
The ultimate defeat of the Chinese in the Battle of the
Bach Dang River in 938 ck initiated over 800 years of
Vietnamese self-rule before colonization by the French
in the mid-19th century.

100 Years of French Colonialism

Western influence in Vietham began in the middle
of the 16th century, when Catholic missionaries
arrived from the Portuguese possession of Macao.’
By the 17th century, French missionaries became even
more prominent and helped to open up Vietham to
commerce with the West (French, Portuguese, Dutch).
However, these Westerners were regarded with suspicion
by Vietnamese emperors as potentially leading to
unwelcome foreign influence. Gradually, these nations

insinuated themselves in the politics and often violent
struggles in Vietnam as they sought to establish
exclusive trade rights.

In 1802 Nguyen Anh united by force the southern
part of Vietnam with the northern part with the help
of a mercenary army raised by the Bishop of Adran,
a French missionary.’ The newly proclaimed emperor
named his kingdom Vietnam and established a new
capital in Hue. He also granted commercial concessions
to French merchants as reward for the military support
he had received. Over time, however, the involvement
of both native and French Catholic priests in internecine
struggles of the Vietnamese led to executions of French
priests.” These executions stirred the French to intervene
through “gunboat diplomacy.” The French demanded
trade agreements and religious tolerance, but in reality
found a pretext for colonization as a means to compete
with the British, who were opening up Burma and
China to colonial exploitation.’

A French naval attack on Da Nang’® in 1858
began the period of their conquest and colonization
of Vietnam, which, except for the period of Japanese
control during World War II, continued for almost
100 years. This poorly administered and often brutally
governed French colony stirred increasing resistance
among the Vietnamese and spawned the formation of
the Indochinese Communist Party (1930) by Ho Chi
Minh, the revolutionary leader.’

America had expressed interest in Vietnam as
far back as 1832, when President Andrew Jackson
dispatched an envoy,® seeking to establish trade
agreements. However, they encountered the emperor’s
policy of isolation with the West and failed to make
contact. Fifty years later, when France was pressing
its imperialistic ambitions, the United States tried
again, this time to broker a peace between France and
Vietnam,® but France refused to agree to American
mediation. Once France had successfully secured its
colonial possession, the United States became one of the
leading trading partners with French Indochina.

The Period of Japanese Domination

Early in World War II Germany attacked France,
and in June 1940 the government of France surrendered
to Germany. In September of that year, Japan,
Germany’s ally, encountered little resistance from the
French in Vietnam and began its 5-year occupation.’
However, over most of that time the French colonial
government collaborated with the Japanese and
continued to rule the country. Japan mostly exploited
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the region for labor and materials to supply the war
effort, but the occupation intensified opposition against
the French and Japanese by Ho Chi Minh and the Viet
Minh guerrillas.’ An ironic note: during this period
American representatives met with Ho Chi Minh—the
man who would later become an inspirational leader
to America’s enemy—and offered to provide training
and arms to advance their objective of defeating the
Japanese.’

The surrender of Japan to the Allies in August 1945
created a political vacuum in Vietnam, which led to
great instability and fighting. British and Chinese forces
sought to take control of the southern and northern
halves of Vietnam respectively as stipulated in the post-
World War II Potsdam Conference’; Ho Chi Minh and
the Viet Minh proclaimed their sovereignty over the
“Democratic Republic of Vietham”; and the French
attempted to reestablish their colonial system. When the
Chinese Communists consolidated their power in China
in 1949, they provided weapons and training to the Viet
Minh to use against the French.’

In 1950, President Truman responded by granting
US aid to the French military” and sending the first of
the American advisors to South Vietnam (which, in time,
grew to become US Military Assistance and Advisory
Group [MAAG]) to aid the French against the Viet Minh
rebels. This was the beginning of the American advisory
period. By 1953, the United States was providing 80%
of the French military costs in Indochina in the effort to
oppose the spread of communism. However, despite this
aid, their defeat at Dien Bien Phu ended French claims in
Vietnam (7 May 1954).

AMERICA’S SLIDE INTO WAR
IN VIETNAM

The Communist Threat and the American
Advisor Years

In July 1954, government representatives of
France, Britain, the then-Soviet Union, and the United
States convened in Geneva and signed an agreement®
dividing Vietnam at the 17th parallel with the intention
of holding national elections in 2 years. The northern
part was to be temporarily under the control of
Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh as a communist
regime, and the southern part controlled by Premier
Ngo Dinh Diem and his government. However, the
Eisenhower Administration soon became convinced
that the increasingly repressive and unpopular Diem

regime could not stand up to the combined forces of
the communist regime in the north and the indigenous
communist opposition in South Vietnam (the National
Front for the Liberation of South Vietham [NLF or Viet
Cong]), and their ideological partners, Soviet Russia
and Communist China, who indicated their intention
to “liberate” the peoples in the south."” Thus began a
US policy of providing direct economic aid and military
advisors to train South Vietnamese forces and a decade
of escalating tensions, military incursions by both sides,
and anticipations of war.

In November 1961, increasing North Vietnam-
sponsored guerrilla activities in South Vietnam led
President Kennedy to conclude that an even larger
commitment would be necessary to bolster the
fledgling democracy in South Vietnam. The first official
American battlefield casualty was that of Specialist 4th
Class James T Davis, who was killed on 22 December
1961, when the Army of the Republic of Vietnam
(ARVN) unit he was accompanying drove into a
guerrilla ambush a few miles west of Saigon.’ This
policy of increasing troop strengths continued under
President Lyndon Johnson, Kennedy’s successor. By
December 1964, shortly before the first US Marines
were inserted into Vietnam, the number of US military
personnel had risen to over 23,000.°

The War’s Rationale and Provocation

To understand how the US government could
reach a point where it would expend American lives
and resources to fight a counterinsurgency in Vietnam,
one must remember that these events arose during the
post-World War IT Cold War period. World affairs
had become extremely tense in the 1950s and 1960s
following the defeat of Germany and Japan. Soon
after Japan surrendered in 1945, America and its allies
found themselves again in an epic struggle against
the menace of totalitarianism—this time, Soviet-
sponsored communism. Relations between the two
ideological camps often approached the flash point,
and a catastrophic nuclear war seemed frighteningly
possible. For example, between 1950 and 1953 the
United States waged a costly war in support of South
Korea’s defense against a communist takeover by
North Korea. Even closer to home, in 1962 the United
States came perilously close to nuclear war with the
Soviet Union when it learned that the communist
regime of Fidel Castro in Cuba was allowing the
construction of nuclear missile sites on that nearby
Caribbean island.
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EXHIBIT 1-1. THE VIET CONG STRATEGY OF TERROR

The terrorism practiced by the Viet Cong [VC] . . . took every conceivable form: harassment, kidnapping, assassination,
execution, and massacre. VC terrorists mortared refugee camps, mined village roads, and hurled grenades into crowded
city streets. . . . The war that U.S. combat troops encountered when they first arrived in South Vietnam already contained
an element of ferocity that few Americans could readily comprehend.

Some of the bloodletting was wholly indiscriminate but much of it was part of a calculated campaign of fear and
intimidation. . . . Striking at individuals of authority—hamlet chiefs, religious figures, schoolteachers—the VC eliminated
virtually an entire class of Vietnamese villagers. In the process they isolated the peasants from the government that had
promised them protection, leaving them only three alternatives: active support of the VC, passive neutrality, or death.

The men and women who carried out such acts were well trained, heavily indoctrinated, highly motivated, and
willing to take great risks. . . . [Although they operated in every province in South Vietnam] the infamous F-100
[operating out of a secret base in the jungles of Binh Duong Province] carried the campaign of fear and disruption to
Saigon and other urban areas. . . .

When American soldiers began to arrive in South Vietnam in force, the VC turned their strategy of terror on U.S.
military personnel and civilians. . . .

But if the Communists were willing to enforce their discipline on defenseless villagers. . . , they found it even more
useful to employ the Americans for the same purpose. Their technique was simple, cold-blooded, and chillingly effective:
Occupy a village, provoke [an American] attack, then blame the death and destruction on the foreigners. . . .

... Communist terror grew more intense as the war went on and was largely directed at civilians without con-
nection to the government. It was often indiscriminate and generally in violation of the principles of military necessity,
discrimination, proportionality, and humanity that are the basis of the law of war. The VC strategy of terror, in short,
was a systematic, deliberate attack on the civilians of South Vietnam resulting in the death or injury of tens of thousands
of noncombatants.

But the Vietnamese were not the only victims. The barbarity of VC terror, the seeming indifference of the enemy to
the lives of their own countrymen, had a profound effect on the Americans who came to fight in Vietnam. The cruelty
of the VC toward the peasants reinforced the mistaken belief [among US troops] that life was cheap in the countryside.
At the same time the inability of the peasants to defend themselves contributed to the contempt with which some Gls
regarded them. Their refusal to risk their lives and those of their families by informing on the [Viet Cong] helped nurture
the idea that they were themselves the enemy.

Reproduced with permission from Doyle E, Weiss S, and the editors of Boston Publishing Co. The Vietnam Experience:

A Collision of Cultures. Boston, Mass: Boston Publishing Co; 1984: 156-157.

The growing perception among Americans was that
without vigorous opposition by the United States and
its allies, democracy could be obliterated by a cascade
of communist revolutions (the “domino theory”)
throughout the developing nations of the world such
as those in Southeast Asia.'” Because the United States
was a signatory of the 1954 Southeast Asia Treaty
Organization (with France, Great Britain, Thailand,
Pakistan, Australia, New Zealand, and the Philippines),’
South Vietnam’s struggle to defend itself against
armed aggression from North Vietnam (in violation
of the 1954 Geneva Agreement that brought an end
to the First Indochina War)! presented a compelling
opportunity to draw the line with respect to the
perceived threat.

Matters coalesced on 2—4 August 1964. South
Vietnamese naval commandos had raided two islands in

the Gulf of Tonkin claimed by North Vietnam, and in
response, North Vietnamese torpedo boats allegedly®!!-!2
attacked two US destroyers—the USS Maddox and the
USS Turner Joy. President Johnson reacted by ordering
retaliatory bombing of North Vietnamese gunboats
and support facilities. On 7 August, the US Congress
approved the Tonkin Gulf Resolution.®* Although
not a formal declaration of war, this provided the
administration the legal option of committing military
forces in Vietnam and set the stage for the war to begin
in earnest.’

The Marine landing on 8 March 1965 followed
a Viet Cong mortar attack in Pleiku in the central
highlands, which killed eight and wounded over 100
American advisors, and another attack on the US
barracks at Qui Nhon, which killed 21 Americans and
wounded 22." President Johnson ordered additional air
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strikes on targets in North Vietnam, and the objective
for the Marines was to provide security for the US
warplanes based at Da Nang.

THE SCOPE OF AMERICA’S WAR
IN VIETNAM

America’s Enemy in South Vietham

In support of the Republic of South Vietnam and its
armed forces, America’s enemies in Southeast Asia were
twofold: (1) indigenous guerrilla forces (Viet Cong) who
operated in South Vietnam and who used the tactics of
harassment, terrorism, and ambush in an attempt to
destabilize the government of South Vietnam (Exhibit
1-1), and (2) the allies of the Viet Cong, the regular units
of the North Vietnam Army (NVA), who staged more
conventional attacks on the South Vietnamese military
forces and those of its allies in an effort to take over the
country.

America’s Challenges and Costs

The ground war spanned almost 8 years, and by the
time the remaining military personnel were withdrawn
in 1973, 3.4 million US military men and women had
served in the theater. Between March 1965, when the
Marines landed in South Vietnam, and 31 December
1973, 2.6 million service personnel had been deployed
within the borders of South Vietnam (including
approximately 7,500 women,'* roughly 85% of whom
were nurses'’)—typically for a single, 1-year assignment.
Another 50,000 had served there between 1960
and 1965 during the advisor years before the arrival
of American ground forces. Finally, approximately
800,000 served in the Southeast Asia theater outside
of South Vietnam (in Laos and Cambodia, as well as
sailors serving offshore with the US Navy and US Air
Force personnel stationed at bases in Thailand and
Guam).” (See Figure 1-4 comparing military personnel
mobilization and casualties through the Vietnam War
with earlier American wars.)

To understand the experience of the “typical”
serviceman in Vietnam, it is helpful to understand
who did the fighting. The reportedly unusually low
so-called tooth-to-tail ratio in Vietnam, that is, the
proportion of combat troops compared to noncombat
troops, has been disputed over the years. According to
Spector, a military historian, the official statistics, which
indicated that 57.5% of US forces served in combat or
combat support units, were inflated. “[The] evidence is

overwhelming that only a small minority of servicemen
present in Vietnam were engaged in active operations
against the enemy.”!*?"* In his opinion, a more realistic
estimate would take into account the percentage of
personnel assigned to maneuver battalions. In April
1968, only 29% of soldiers and 34% of Marines were
so assigned; but beyond that, the actual figures for those
exposed to combat were even lower than what was
authorized, that is, because, “the sick, lame, lazy and
those on R & R (rest and recuperation), etc.” were not
among those doing the fighting.'*®%® In a more recent
review, JJ McGrath, a military historian, indicated that
although some claimed a ratio as low as 1:10, by his
estimate, at least for the US Army in Vietnam, the ratio
of combat to noncombat troops was 1:2, essentially
what it was in Korea!” (see Chapter 3, Exhibit 3-1,
“Ratio of Combat Troops to Noncombat/Support
Troops in Vietnam”). Thus by these estimates the
proportion of Army troops directly exposed to combat
risk was somewhere between one-fourth and one-third
of the personnel in the theater—roughly half of the
official claim.

Because of President Johnson’s decision to
not utilize Reserve and National Guard units in
Vietnam,'®®r27-28) the US military, especially the Army,
resorted to increased conscription to meet its needs.
The result was that an inordinate proportion of those
who served were draftees, one-term volunteers (draft-
motivated enlistees), “instant NCOs (noncommissioned
officers),” and recent graduates of ROTC (Reserve
Officers’ Training Corps) and OCS (Officer Candidate
School)—the so-called “Vietnam-only Army” of mostly
citizen-soldiers.'*®3* Although draftees comprised only
39% of the Army’s overall enlisted and officer force in
Vietnam, 70% of the infantry, armor, and artillery were
draftees. This is because if one enlisted before being
drafted, the odds of serving in a noncombat role were
improved. Furthermore, draftees accounted for nearly
55% of those killed and wounded.*??767® The average
soldier in the Vietnam War was younger (19 years
old) than those who served in World War II (26 years
old). They were also better educated than their father’s
generation of soldiers.

The war in Vietnam is classified as a limited
conventional war because there were units larger than
4,000 soldiers operating in the field.'$*® However,
more important, it became mostly an irregular,
counterinsurgency/guerilla war. According to Shelby
Stanton, author of the Vietnam Order of Battle:
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FIGURE 1-4. Major twentieth century American wars compared by (a) numbers serving worldwide in all branches; (b) theater
casualties and (c) hostile deaths.

For each war:

LE Total squares (all colors) = numbers serving
B[] worldwide in all branches

B Non-color (gray and black) squares = all theater
casualties (killed in action, wounded in action,
and missing in action)

B Black squares = hostile deaths

Each vertical square = 50,000 troops
Each horizontal square = 6 months of hostilities

WWI = World War |
WWII = World War Il

WWI WWII KOREA VIETNAM
(a) 4,735K 16,113K 5,720K 9,200K
(b) 321K 1,076K 158K 360K

(c) 53K 292K 34K 46K

Data source: Principal Wars in Which the United States Participated; US Military Personnel Serving and
Casualties. Washington, DC: Department of Defense, Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense OASD
(Comptroller), Directorate for Information Operations, 15 March 1974: 61.
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FIGURE 1-5. US and Army military personnel and Army combat casualties in Vietnam.
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Data sources: US and Army troop strength and Army combat fatalities from: Department of Defense, Office of the Assistant

Secretary of Defense (Comptroller). US Military Personnel in South Vietnam 1960-1972. Washington, DC: Directorate for Informa-

tion Operations; 15 March 1974. Total Army casualties from: US Army Adjutant General, Casualty Services Division (DAAG-PEC).
Active Duty Army Personnel Battle Casualties and Nonbattle Deaths Vietnam, 1961-1979. Washington, DC: Office of The Adjutant

General Counts. 3 February 1981.

Traditional military doctrine, based on seizing and
holding a series of successive terrain objectives, was
largely inapplicable. The multidirectional, nonlinear
nature of military operations in Vietnam [meant
that] . . . goals were redefined [to] . . . adjust to the
conflicting demands and novel principles of area

warfare.' 281

The war in Vietnam is also referred to as low
intensity because of the low ratio of casualties (killed
in action [KIA] and wounded in action [WIA]) to the
numbers of personnel deployed compared to previous
American wars. For example, a comparison of the
peak years of US Army troops’ WIA rates during
Vietnam (1968 = 120/1,000 troops) and Korea (1950
=460/1,000 troops) suggests a lower combat intensity
20Tablel) However, this could be misleading.
According to Spector, in Vietnam:

in Vietnam.

... Men in “maneuver battalions,” the units that
actually did the fighting, continued to run about
the same chance of death or injury as their older
relatives who had fought in Korea or in the Pacific
[in World War II]. Indeed, during the first half of
1968, the overall Vietham casualty rate exceeded
the overall rate for all theaters in World War II,
while the casualty rates for Army and Marine

maneuver battalions were more than four times as
high. > 1655

The data accumulated on the types of wounds
sustained in Vietnam are also revealing of the nature of
combat there. Many more US casualties were caused
by small arms fire or by booby traps and mines than in
previous wars, and many fewer were caused by artillery
and other explosive projectile fragments.?
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Overall, the pursuit of military objectives in
Vietnam by America and its allies became a costly
undertaking. Following are some statistics that help to
make the point: more than 58,000 US service members
were killed in action, missing in action, or died of other
causes,*' and over 300,000 were wounded. Figure 1-5
illustrates overall military personnel strength, Army
troop strength, and Army casualties over the course of
the war. Because the majority of those sent served in
the Army (60%-80%), the majority of the casualties
also were from the ranks of the Army (40,132 battle
deaths, 96,680 hospitalized wounded in action,
104,605 wounded and returned to duty, and 8,273
died of noncombat causes).?> At home, an estimated
quarter of a million Americans lost an immediate family
member to the war. South Vietnam’s military casualties
numbered over 220,000 killed and almost a half million
wounded.

The United States spent $189 billion prosecuting
the war and supporting the government of South
Vietnam. In 1 year alone, mid-1968 through mid-
1969—the peak year of combat activity—America
and its allies had over 1.5 million military personnel
deployed (543,000 Americans, 819,200 South Viet-
namese, and 231,100 from South Korea, Australia,
New Zealand, Thailand, and the Philippines combined);
US forces staged 1,100 ground attacks of battalion size
or larger (compared to only 126 by the communist
forces); and there were 400,000 American air attacks,

which dropped 1.2 million tons of bombs costing
$14 billion.6

FIGURE 1-6. Monsoonal rains
at the 15th Medical Battalion
Clearing Station, 1st Cavalry
Division base at Phouc Vinh.
In addition to the formidable
terrain, the long rainy season
further hampered operations
in the field. Photograph cour-
tesy of Richard D Cameron,
Major General, US Army
(Retired).

Ultimately, as noted previously, despite their
material and technological inferiority, the enemy’s
resolve and resilience outlasted the tolerance of the
American public, and, under great political pressure at
home and internationally, the US government elected
to withdraw its ground forces. However, despite this
outcome, US forces overall demonstrated great courage
and sacrifice in Vietnam, with 246 Americans receiving
the Congressional Medal of Honor (154 of which were
awarded posthumously).?

AMERICA’S TWO VIETNAM WARS:
PRE-TET AND POST-TET (1968)

The American story of the ground war in Vietnam
should be considered as two Vietnam War stories—
starkly different, sequential stories that pivot on the
events occurring in 1968. Taken together, these two
stories portray a dramatic reversal of fortune for
the United States, a reversal that powerfully shaped
American culture.

The Buildup Phase: Lyndon Johnson’s War
(1965-1968)

Lyndon Johnson was sworn into his first full term as
President in January 19635, riding the crest of a national
political consensus and overall prosperity. It was only,
in the words of Newsweek, that “[n]agging little war
in Vietnam”#®¥ that cast a shadow on his ambition to
create a “Great Society” of social reforms as his legacy.
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FIGURE 1-7. Aerial view of a 1st Cavalry Division fire support base in 1970. The combat strategy of the US Army in Vietnam
through much of the war was that of enemy attrition, which was primarily implemented through “search and destroy” missions.

These were commonly initiated from well-defended enclaves such as this one as well as other forward bases. Photograph

courtesy of Richard D Cameron, Major General, US Army (Retired).

Nonetheless, the administration was determined to
pursue those political agendas as well as ensure that
South Vietnam did not fall into the communist sphere.
As President Johnson put it bluntly, “I am not going to
lose Vietnam . . . T am not going to be the President who
saw Sout