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How We (Almost) Won in
Vietnam: Ellsworth Bunker’s
Reports to the President

WALLACE J. THIES

© 1992 Wallace J. Thies

The Vietnam War has been over for nearly two decades now, but memories
of the war continue to play an important role in debates over American
foreign policy. Images of the United States caught in a seemingly inescapable
Asian quagmire constifuted the backdrop against which debates during the
1980s over American policy toward El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Lebanon
were played out. Memories of how tough and determined an opponent the
North Vietnamese proved to be were the inspiration for many of the arguments
used by opponents of offensive military operations against Iraqgi forces in
Kuwait. Accounts of the American role in the wars in Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia are thus important both for what they reveal about a contentious
period in American history and for their effect on current policy debates.

Accounts of the American role in Indochina were at first the work
mostly of journalists assigned to cover the war and memoirists who had
participated in the decisions by which the United States became more deeply
involved. Almost without exception these authors had an axe of some sort to
grind. Journalists who published book-length accounts of the war sought to
demonstrate how the reality they had observed firsthand diverged from offi-
cial reports of progress.' Memoirists sought vindication, either by arguing that
they had done their best in an impossible situation® or by revealing that their
own misgivings had been confirmed by subsequent events.’

With the passage of time and the subsiding of passions, accounts of
the American role in the Indochina wars became more detached and analytical.
The publication of the Pentagon Papers® in 1971 was but the first ripple in what
proved to be a tidal wave of archival materials that poured out during the 1970s
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and the 1980s.” The opening of the archives permiited scholars to recxamine
controversial aspects of the war in almost microscopic detail.’ One resuli of this
reexamination was to reveal that events and issues that had once been portrayed
starkly in black and white were actually cloaked in many shades of gray. The
more we learned aboui the war and the American role in it, the more inap-
propriate the certainties that characterized the positions of supporters and
opponents during the 1960s came to appear. Responsibility and hence blame no
longer seemed so easy to allocate. We know far more about this war than we
once did, but we are just beginning to understand how the United States became
involved and why our involvement dragged on for so long.

In recent years, the literature on the Vietnam War has become so
voluminous that one might be inclined to question whether there is anything
interesting that remains to be learned about it. The recent publication of three
volumes of messages to the President by the American Ambassador with the
fongest continuous tenure in Saigon, Ellsworth Bunker, suggests that it is
premature to conclude that we know all there is to know about the war.” The
publication of Bunker’s papers comes at a propitious moment for students of
the role of force in American foreign policy. Operation Desert Storm has been
followed by an orgy of self-congratulation, not unlike that which followed
John Kennedy’s trinmph during the Cuban missile crisis. The belief that surely
the impoverished North Vietnamese would prove a less formidable foe than
the Soviets was an important factor behind the willingness of the Kennedy
and Johnson Administrations to plunge more deeply into the quagmire that
Vietnam became during the mid-1960s.” Before memories of the impressive
performance of American arms in the war against Iraq harden into a belief
that other opponents will fold as easily as the Iraqis, we would be well-advised
to ponder again how an experienced diplomat like Bunker could be so
consistently wrong in his predictions of ultimate victory.

{Isworth Bunker was the American Ambassador to the Republic of Viet-
nam for six years, from 1967 to 1973. As explained by Douglas Pike in
his introduction to Bunker’s papers, Bunker stipulated as one of his conditions
for accepting the post that he have direct access to the President.” This access
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took the form of weekly and later monthly back-channel cables from Bunker
to the President. Such messages bypassed the standard distribution system
within the US government in order to assure a direct link to the White House.
Ninety-six such messages—the first dated 3 May 1967 and the last 5 May
1973—were sent from Bunker to the President in this fashion.

Bunker arrived in Saigon on 25 April 1967. He was then 73 years old
and already in possession of “perhaps the most enviable and least assailable
reputation in the American government” as a result of earlier successes in
helping restore a democratic regime in the Dominican Republic and mediating
a territorial dispute between the Netherlands and Indonesia over Dutch New
Guinea."” The scope of American involvement in Vietnamese affairs and
Bunker’s stature within his own government meant that he

quickly became more than an ambassador. As Chief of the US Mission he was
advisor to the Government of Vietnam and in effect proconsul to the US military.
He dispensed billions of dollars of American economic aid money. He was
responsible not only for diplomatic activity but also that of the intelligence
community, the pacification sector, psychological-warfare work, and even military
affairs outside actual fighting on the battlefield."

In retrospect Bunker appears to have had enormous latitude to influence
policy toward the war because of the esteem with which he was held at the
State Department, within the upper echelons of the military establishment,
and at the White House. What use did he make of this enviable position?

There are obvious pitfalls in any attempt to generalize about nearly
900 pages of primary source material spanning six years of perhaps the most
contentious war in American history, but several themes stand out in Bunker’s
reports from Saigon. The first is his relentlessly optimistic appraisal of the
results of his stewardship. A prominent portion of virtually every message is
devoted to describing some aspect of the war that is going better. Throughout
these cables Bunker repeatedly informs his audience in Washington that the
efficiency of American operations is improving, that the effectiveness of the
South Vietnamese armed forces is increasing, that the pacification program is
making accelerating progress, and that Vietnamization is proceeding accord-
ing to plan. Even when he notes problems and disturbing developments, he is
always careful to point out how they can and will be overcome.

A second noteworthy aspect of Bunker’s messages is the manner in
which he appears to have tailored them to respond to the hopes and fears felt
most intensely by the Presidents to whom he reported. Bunker’s tenure in
Saigon spanned two administrations, and there are subtle but interesting
differences in the tone of his messages depending on whether the addressee
is Lyndon Johnson or Richard Nixon, Johnson was haunted by the question
of whether the very substantial investment in money and manpower made
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during 1965 and 1966 had resulted in progress commensurate with the costs
borne by the United States, and Bunker appears to have made it his mission
to reassure the President that his hopes in this regard were not misguided.
Bunker’s messages to Johnson are filled with statistical and anecdotal evi-
dence intended to reassure the latter that we were on the right track and that
if we could stay the course success would be ours in the end. The messages
to Nixon, in contrast, while also long on claims of progress, are filled with
flattering assurances that “your policies” are producing the desired results and
that “your speech” touched just the right note, as if Bunker felt compelled to
demonstrate that an ambassador appointed by a Democratic President could
be a loyal member of a Republican administration."

There is also an interesting difference between the tone of Bunker’s
messages to President Johnson prior to and after the latter’s withdrawal from
the presidential race on 31 March 1968. Johnson hungered for progress in the
war for many reasons, but by 1967 one of the more important of these was his
awareness that his Administration, his policies, and ultimately his place in
history were hostage to deadlines that were beyond his control—initially the
presidential primaries and then the end of his presidency in January 1969.
That Bunker understood Johnson’s hunger for immediate results is suggested
by the remarkably short-term perspective taken in many of his reports during

US Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker (partly obscured by rifle) surveys the aftermath
of the Viet Cong attack on the US Embassy in Saigon during the 1968 Tet Offensive.
Nineteen Viet Cong insurgents had penetrated the Embassy compound.
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1967. Changes that occur from one month to the next (or even from week to
week) are hailed as important new trends."” “An unusual spurt of activity” in
the pacification program in two provinces is cited as a “clue to larger develop-
ments.”™ An effective performance by one or a few South Vietnamese units
is cited as an indicator of the growing strength and effectiveness of the South
Vietnamese armed forces.'” A reduction in the backlog of ships waiting to
unload at the port of Saigon or a decline in the Saigon retail price index are
cited as evidence that the economic situation is improving.'®

After the shock of Tet and Johnson’s subsequent withdrawal from the
presidential race, his need for reassurance that his policies were fundamentally
correct was if anything even greater. Johnson was intensely concerned about
how the war would affect his place in history, and his longing for vindication
knew few bounds. Bunker’s messages toward the end of 1968 go to considerable
lengths to reassure the lame-duck President that the struggle has not been in
vain. “The tide of history is moving with us and not against us” (30 October
1968)."7 “The government and people of South Viet-Nam continue to make
steady, indeed accelerating, progress in many ways” (19 December 1968).™ “1
am convinced that if we continue patient and confident in our own strength, we
will get next year the kind of peace we have sought through so many grim trials”
(19 December 1968)." “The enemy must be aware of the fact that any real
military success is no longer possible” (16 January 1969).”

A third noteworthy aspect of Bunker’s messages to the President is the
casual manner in which he dealt with complex issues. Bunker’s reports are
carefully organized, lucidly written, and packed with interesting information,
but they are not particularly thoughtful documents. A good example is his
discussion of the role played by two elements of the South Vieinamese armed
forces in the effort to pacify the countryside—the Regional Forces (RF) and the
Popular Forces (PF). In his message of 21 December 1970, Bunker endorsed
the expanded role given the RF and the PF in the pacification program:

Pacification has continued to move forward. Effort was stepped up, especially
in September and October. The territorial RF and PF were ordered out on
operations, especially at night. They were replaced in guard duty on bridges,
village offices and other installations by the People’s Self-Defense Force.”

It is one thing, however, to order units accustomed to a static defense role to
leave guard duty and undertake field operations; it is another thing entirely to
ensure that their activities produce meaningful results. In an earlier message,
Bunker himself noted that Regional Force unit operations in August 1968 had
increased by 8000 over July, but contacts with the enemy had increased by
only 300. Popular Force unit operations had increased by 7600, but contacts
with the enemy by only 330.” Put differently, only about four percent of the
additional RF and PF operations resulted in contact with the enemy. It is
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difficult to win a war if 96 percent of the operations launched by one side fail
to even make contact with the enemy.

B unker’s penchant for confusing activity with progress is also apparent in
his discussion of the role of the People’s Self-Defense Force (PSDF),
which was supposed to replace the RF and PF units removed from guard duty
so that they could engage the enemy in the field. Bunker notes in his message
of 9 December 1969 that “People’s Self-Defense Forces made a significant
contribution to ferritorial security. The 1969 goal of two million organized
members was met . . . by mid-September and grew to more than three million
by the end of November.” It strains credulity to suggest that more than a
million people could be added to an “organized” self-defense force in less
than two months and even more so to suggest that a force put together in this
fashion could make a significant contribution to pacifying the countryside. In
this respect, Bunker himself noted that the majority of the PSDF consisted of
“support” forces, made up of men over 50, women, and children aged 12-18,
who at the end of November 1969 totaled 1,750,000, “However,” he con-
tinued, “there are now more than 1,316,000 men and women in the ‘combat’
PSDF. Trained members increased to 1,800,000, almost 600,000 more than in
QOctober.” Is it possible that an experienced diplomat like Bunker would
believe that 600,000 men and women could be “trained” in local self-defense
in the span of one month? By his own admission, only 92,000 weapons had
been disiributed to the PSDF as of November 1969, and all PSDF combat
group leaders were supposed to be enrolled in a training course during
December 1969 that would last all of four days.” The usefulness of mobilizing
hundreds of thousands of ill-trained civilians was tacitly admitted by Bunker
himself in his message of 19 June 1970, in which he noted that “in the Delta,
33 outposts fell to enemy action in April and May [1970], in most cases
because the occupants were asleep.”

Still a third example of Bunker’s casual approach to complex issues is
his use of data on enemy killed in action to add credence to his arguments that
“Ithe enemy] is losing valuable ground” and “is certainly in a weaker posture
today than he was six months ago.”” Casualty statistics sent to the White House
by Bunker claimed that during 1968 alone the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong
lost 182,740 killed in action, plus 13,000 members of the Viet Cong infrastruc-
ture (VCI) eliminated and 16,000 defectors.”® No killed in action figure is
supplied by Bunker for 1969, but figures presented at various points in his
reports suggest enemy losses of approximately 200,000 killed in action, 16,000
VCI eliminated, and 45,000 defectors.” For 1970, enemy losses came to
103,648 killed in action, 22,357 VCI eliminated, and 32,661 defectors.”

Bunker notes at several points that the KIA figures “do not, of course,
reflect the total dimensions of enemy losses,” since they do not include those
who died of wounds, died of disease or in Laos, or were killed by American air
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strikes.” Neither do the figures reported by Bunker include enemy soldiers who
were merely wounded in action. During Bunker’s tenure as Ambassador, the US
military command used as a general rule of thumb a ratio of 3.5 enemy soldiers
wounded in action for every one killed in action.”® Applying this rule of thumb
to Bunker’s KIA figures would result in total enemy casualties during 1968,
1969, and 1970 on the order of 2.3 million, not counting those who died of

disease, or in Laos, or by air sirikes. If the figures sent by Bunker to Washington
are correct, there should have been no enemy soldiers left to oppose the Saigon
government by the end of 1970. Therein lies perhaps the central mystery
suggested by Bunker’s reporting on the war: why should a distinguished am-
bassador insist on direct access to the White House and then use that access to
send back data that led to conclusions that were patently absurd?

In this regard it is useful to ponder the overall picture of the war
suggested by Bunker’s reports during 1971 and 1972. Data cited by Bunker
from the Hamlet Evaluation Survey suggested that as of January 1971, 95.1
percent of the rural population of South Vietnam lived in relatively secure
hamlets, 84.6 percent lived in hamlets with a high degree of government
control, and only 0.2 percent of the population (a total of 37,800 people) lived
in hamlets controlled by the Viet Cong.” Viet Cong recruitment within South
Vietnam had declined from 7000 per month at the beginning of 1969 to 2400
per month by October 1970.%* Of the 700,000 North Vietnamese soldiers
infiltrated into South Vietnam during the preceding six years, only about
100,000 had survived.” “Communist political influence and control in the
South,” Bunker wrote in his message of 30 January 1971, “is far weaker now
than it was six years ago, while their military strength . . . is continuously
declining in relation to ARVN [Army of the Republic of Vietnam] strength.”*
The South Vietnamese armed forces had more than a million men under arms,
and ARVN units were achieving kill ratios of 6:1 oreven 10:1 in engagements
with enemy forces.” A visitor from another planet who read only this account
of the Vietnam War would be astonished to discover that two years after
Bunker departed Saigon the North Vietnamese flag was flying there.

here is, however, a broader issue raised by Bunker’s reporting that

transcends the use and abuse of statistics. In retrospect, a strong case can

be made that the very qualities that made Bunker appear the right man for the

Embassy in Saigon—the reassuring tone of his gracefully written prose, his

ability to work harmoniously with the many and varied elements of the US

presence in Vietnam, and his resilient optimism in the face of adversity—were

the very qualities that limited his understanding of the war and his effective-
ness as head of the US Mission.

Consider first the reassuring quality of Bunker’s reporting from Sai-

gon. Bunker’s messages to the White House are notable for the absence of any
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questioning, much less criticism, of the strategy that guided the war effort, the
policies through which that strategy was implemented, and the organizations
and individuals responsible for translating policy directives into action. Instead
their purpose was to reassure Presidents Johnson and Nixon that we were on the
right path, that our strategy and supporting policies were sound, and that
everyone on the American side was doing a magnificent job. This kind of
reassurance may have been emotionally gratifying for Bunker’s readers, but was
the nation he represented well-served by an Ambassador who functioned as a
cheerleader for whatever policies the White House chose to follow?*

One reason why Bunker never wavered in his belief that we were on
the right course was his uncritical acceptance of the anecdotal and statistical
evidence of progress provided to him by other members of the Mission Council.
Ambassadors are supposed to work harmontously with the various elements of
the mission they head, and Bunker’s receptivity to any and all evidence of
progress undoubtedly contributed to smooth working relationships with the
high-ranking military officers and civilian officials who were his nominal
subordinates. Good public policy, however, is rarely the product of a harmony
of views among those charged with formulating it. Americans as a people have
a curiously bifurcated view of the role of competition in producing desirable
political and economic outcomes. Entrepreneurs are expected to sink or swim
depending on how brightly the competitive fires burn within them; scientists
are expected to compete for the right to publish in scholarly journals by
submitting to anonymous peer review; candidates for elective office are ex-
pected to criticize the views and activities of those they hope to supplant. Civil
servants, in contrast, are expected to be part of a smoothly functioning team that
speaks with one voice and pulls together to achieve a common goal.

1t is interesting to speculate what the content of Bunker’s messages
might have been had he encouraged an adversarial relationship between those
within the US Mission who believed that the war effort was progressing and
those who believed that progress was an illusion and that stalemate was the
most likely outcome.” Adversary relationships of this sort are never comfort-
able for the individuals charged with casting aspersions on the work of their
colleagues, If, however, Bunker had insisted that the various indicators of
progress that were being assembled within the US Mission be subjected to
rigorous scrutiny before being sent to the President, the result might well have
been more balanced reporting on his part, a more skeptical view of our
strategy and supporting policies, and ultimately recognition that the war was
unwinnable at a price acceptable to Congress and the American people.

Bunker, however, believed in teamwork rather than competition. He
accepted without question the idea that progress was being made, and he
appears to have found it inconceivable that impressive advantages in air-
power, firepower, and strategic mobility would fail to produce the hoped-for
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results. He persevered for six years in what was surely one of the most
demanding jobs ever created, and therein lies the root of his failure in Saigon.

Persistence combined with unbridled optimism is often the well-
spring of overachievement, but in Bunker’s case there is a darker side to his
determination to portray the war effort in the best possible light. In the course
of his tenure in Saigon, an American withdrawal from Vietnam became
inevitable because of the costs the war had imposed on American society.
Withdrawal would lessen the burden on the United States, but it also meant
the abandonment of millions of Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Laotians who,
whether from conviction or by necessity, had linked their personal fates to the
success of the American war effort. Government officials, soldiers, employees
of the US government, merchants, shopkeepers, members of certain religious
groups, and their family members and dependents had all come to accept and
depend on the promise uttered so often by so many American officials that
the United States would not allow the forcible imposition of communist rule
in Southeast Asia. The ultimate victory by the communists meant a harsh
personal fate for many of these people, as well as for the hundreds of
thousands of refugees who fled the rural areas for the cities to avoid coming
under communist control. An American withdrawal was inevitable, but it was
also a betrayal of all those who fought for or depended on the side supported
by the United States.” The great tragedy of American diplomacy was that it
allowed a situation to develop whereby betrayal became unavoidable. Bunk-
er’s persistent optimism prolonged rather than shortened American involve-
ment in the war and in that sense contributed to the magnitude of the tragedy.

The appearance of Bunker’s papers is thus a timely reminder that a
successful foreign policy requires a sense of limitations as well as pos-
sibilities. Bunker’s graceful prose, dignified appearance, and calm demeanor
helped mask those limitations for six long years. The swelling of national
pride in the aftermath of Operation Desert Storm suggests that a sense of the
limits of American power may once again be receding from public view, as
evinced by the increasing frequency of casual references to unipolarity and
America-as-sole-superpower, Limitations are difficult to accept in the afier-
math of a victorious war, but they are essential if trinmph is not to become
the precursor to tragedy.
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