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Preface 
 

 
 
This book is about the Vietnam War.  Its focus is on the American statesmen and soldiers who 
made some terrible, tragic choices and mistakes that led to the loss of that war; and over 58,000 
American and unknown millions of Vietnamese lives. 
 
As a young infantry officer, just a few years out of West Point, I led a platoon of thirty men and 
then a company of over one hundred soldiers in Vietnam.  My unit lost several men killed and 
scores wounded.  My West Point Class of 1967 lost twenty-nine killed in action - one of the 
highest tolls of the West Point classes that fought there. 
 
When I returned from Vietnam, after two tours of duty training men to go to the battleground 
that I had left, the war ended for America.  Then, while in graduate school preparing for a 
teaching assignment at West Point, Saigon fell to the Democratic Republic of Vietnam or 
Communist North Vietnam.  
 
I wondered why this happened.  After all, for over two decades Presidents had committed the US 
to a cause that was supposed to be right and just for both America and the Vietnamese.  We also 
had spent much treasure in dead and wounded.  I determined to find out the answers. 
 
The story that unfolds in the pages ahead is what I discovered about the how and why we lost 
that war.  It is also an account of my journey of over fifty years to uncover the reasons, motives, 
and lessons of this great tragedy.  
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Introduction 
 

 
 
This book is a story, not a history. 
 
I wanted to write this as a ‘story’ of a war that I fought in – an event that has played a large part 
in my life - because I knew that I could not be impartial.  I wanted to compose a book that I 
could let out my feelings and passions.  I could not do that and call it a history.   
 
I have tried, however, to be as faithful to the history as I could.   Therefore, I have included 
views that I do not agree with and accounts that I feel missed the point or tried to make one.  I 
have also tried to be fair to those who had lived it – that is, to remember that the men who made 
recommendations, choices, and decisions for the Vietnam War were without hindsight or 
foresight of what we now know.   
 
I went into this project with a set notion of what went wrong and why.  Some of that has 
survived in this story.  Some of my preconceived notions have changed.   
 
The essential points of this story are twofold.  First, both US civilian and military leaders 
charged with making decisions and executing them during the Vietnam War failed America and 
its soldiers.  Second, they also failed others, particularly the South Vietnamese, who depended on 
the US to keep its commitment to an independent South Vietnam free of communist subjugation.   
 
Leader misjudgments and miscalculations were not the only reasons for this failure, as some 
have claimed.  Rather, this narrative will show how they were more a result of personal faults 
and a lack of trust, honesty, and understanding among and between American civilian leaders 
and their military counterparts.   
 
The enemy also had a great deal to do with it.  Often overlooked in American histories of the 
conflict, North Vietnamese leaders persistently and decidedly pursued their goals.   They also 
developed effective approaches to winning their war of unification.  Their soldiers courageously 
and resolutely fought for its achievement.  Yet, US leaders and advisors either ignored their 
enemy, or just did not understand them.   
 
Thus, the purpose of this story is to understand and describe how and why the breakdown in US 
decision-making occurred, and why they did not consider their enemy properly.  This account 
will also offer remedies for how to prevent similar circumstances in the future. 
 
Background 
 
When I entered West Point in July 1963, I had not even heard of Vietnam.  In fact, the first I had 
become aware of Vietnam was sometime a year later.  There was some talk of the war and our 
participation in it as advisors after graduation.  I also remember reading an article or two in Life 
Magazine about the US military advisory operations.  
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In the summer of my sophomore year, the Academy assigned me to go on Army Orientation 
Training to the 25th Infantry Division in Hawaii.  I got there in late June 1965.  Some US combat 
units had already deployed to South Vietnam by then and had fought the Vietcong (the name 
usually used at that time for the Vietnamese Communists who were fighting the South 
Vietnamese Government).   
 
A classmate and I ran into some infantry Lieutenants not much older than us at a small officers’ 
club on Waikiki beach.  They were on their way to Vietnam.   They were eager to get there and 
experience combat; not knowing what it was all about yet.  After several ‘Singapore Slings,' we 
wondered how long the war would last and whether we would get there when we graduated in 
two years. 
 
I trained with an infantry company in the 2d Battalion, 27th Infantry Regiment for the next 
month.  Some of the soldiers in that battalion had just returned from Vietnam.  They had 
volunteered to serve as door gunners for the US helicopters supporting the South Vietnamese 
Army.  A few had shot their machine guns at elusive targets.  No one that I know of had gotten 
wounded or hurt.  Their stories of their experiences were usually about the strangeness of the 
country and its people, and how hot and wet it could be all at the same time.  
 
The training in my company was intense.  That was because the 25th Infantry Division – the 
parent unit of the battalion I was assigned to - knew that it would deploy to Vietnam sometime in 
the fall.  It was the best experience a young cadet who wanted to join the infantry could get short 
of war.   
 
After returning to West Point, I read sometime in the early winter a New York Times article about 
a unit in the 2d Battalion, 27th Infantry getting overrun in the ‘Iron Triangle’ (a Vietcong base 
area) outside of Saigon.  It was the company I had trained with that summer.  They had lost all 
their officers and most of their non-commissioned ones either killed or wounded.  Suddenly, the 
war became very personal.  
 
As graduation approached in the summer of 1967, we listened to press conferences and read 
articles about how well the war was going for us.  We all became worried it would be over 
before we could get into it.   
 
At the time the Army had a rule that recent graduates could not go directly to Vietnam.  Instead, 
they would have an assignment with some Army unit not yet in Vietnam before going there.  
Upon graduation, I chose the infantry, got married, and left with my new wife to go to an 
airborne unit in Germany.    
 
Optimism that the war would end proved folly.  After a little more than a year I went to a 
battalion in the 101st Airborne Division in a place in Vietnam that I could not at first pronounce.  
By then already 19 of my classmates had been killed in action.  I was fortunate.  I returned home 
after my share of combat.  In the year I was there, the war took another ten classmates.  
 
Among the 29-total lost, several were more than classmates and comrades in arms.  I had three 
roommates whom were killed.  A half dozen of those lost I had played football or baseball at 
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West Point on what General MacArthur had called “The Fields of Friendly Strife.”  Another half 
dozen had visited my family several times in my nearby home when I was a cadet and had met 
my Mom and Dad, whom had grown quite fond of - in their words – “the best of American 
youth.”  My Parents grieved for the rest of their lives when they heard of their deaths in Vietnam. 
 
Several years after my return from Vietnam I was a graduate student at the University of North 
Carolina.  Studying history for a return to West Point as an instructor in the History Department, 
I had an opportunity to study the war – at least the materials that were then available.  Several 
months after I began my studies, in April 1975 Saigon fell.  That incident incited me to find out 
why we lost the war. 
 
One day, I was reading some of the infamous Pentagon Papers – a top secret study that Robert 
McNamara had ordered while he was Secretary of Defense.  One of the study’s authors, a Daniel 
Ellsberg, had leaked it to the New York Times.  I came across a memo that floored me.   
 
An Assistant Secretary of Defense had written and sent it to McNamara on 24 March 1965.  That 
date had been just sixteen days after the first American ground combat units landed in South 
Vietnam.  The memo’s title was ‘Plan of Action for South Vietnam.'  The first paragraph of that 
plan listed ‘US aims’ as: “70% to avoid a humiliating US defeat (to our reputation as guarantor); 
20% to keep SVN (and then adjacent) territory from Chinese hands; 10% to permit the people of 
SVN to enjoy a better, freer way of life.” 
 
I was amazed, disgusted, and angry.  So, this is what our government policy-makers had 
determined were the reasons for the employment of hundreds of thousands of American soldiers, 
marines, airmen, and sailors to Vietnam.   Most hideously, I thought, these were the reasons that 
tens of thousands of them had already died there.  I could not believe what I had just read.   
 
I continued to read all four volumes of the Gavel Edition of the Papers.   What I read further 
enraged me.  I just could not believe the callous tone of the papers, and the lack of understanding 
of the nature of war as I had studied and experienced it. 
 
I shared these findings in some of the papers I wrote for my graduate degree.  Though I found 
my advisors and professors understanding of and sympathetic to my feelings, I was there to get a 
degree, not to draft any formal accusation or finding on the war.  I harbored these feelings and 
kept them inside while I continued to read and study whenever and whatever I could get my 
hands on in the years that followed on how and why we got engaged in Vietnam. 
 
In my last three years on active duty, I was a professor at the National War College.   There I 
designed and taught a course of the ‘History of the Vietnam War.”  As far as I had known none 
of the professional military war colleges then had yet taught such a course.  I thought by then, 
1995, it was worthy of study.   
 
That opportunity gave me several terrific insights on the war.  First, there had finally been some 
release of papers, mostly captured, of North Vietnamese documents that gave some 
understanding of their views and decisions on the course of the war.   Several scholars wrote 
books offering their opinions on them.  These presented interesting and valuable understandings 
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of the consequences of US decisions on the war's conduct.  Second, discussions with students at 
the time, mostly Lieutenant Colonels and Colonels, convinced me of the need and worthiness of 
further study of the war by senior officers – particularly of the decision-making issues and 
relationships between the senior military and civilian leaders involved in them.   
 
The above journey of discovery led me to further study of the war, and eventually to the writing 
of this book and the telling of the story ahead.   
 
What is Ahead? 
 
What lies ahead are some of the thoughts and understandings I have gained through studying and 
teaching about the Vietnam War while in the Service, and my studies since my retirement.  In 
my attempt to discover these insights, I have relied in part on the wisdom of an ancient Greek 
historian named Thucydides, whose work The Peloponnesian War I read at the Naval War 
College in the late seventies.  While difficult to read inside I found all kinds of historical 
‘analytical nuggets’ on how nations, particularly democratic ones, wage war; the factors that one 
often considers in doing so; and the relationships between civilian leaders and soldiers in 
strategic formulation.   
 
In Thucydides’ examination of the decision- making, strategies and operations of the two 
primary antagonists of the Peloponnesian War – Athens and Sparta – he found four main factors 
that were important to understanding the outcomes of the war.  They were:  the personalities and 
abilities of the leaders; the geopolitical and historical settings of the two opponents and their 
allies; the major strategic decisions of the war; and the underlying reasons for them.   
 
Most importantly, Thucydides - like another theorist of war after him called Clausewitz – also 
stressed the difficulties in making these choices due to the many unknowns and uncertainties that 
people face in waging war.  These war theorists further emphasized that war is a two-party affair 
between antagonists who have different views of war and how they go about waging it.  To 
ignore the latter is to invite peril in one’s decisions on how to conduct it.   
 
I have organized my story around these main factors.  Accordingly, Chapter 1 explains the 
situation and setting of the post-World War Two period, focusing on the US.  It tries to place the 
overall climate of the later Vietnam crisis and issues in the context of American experiences and 
attitudes after the Second World War and during the first decade of the Cold War.   
 
Chapters 2 and 3 examine the personalities and expertise of the American decision makers, and 
the major decisions and policies that they made during the Kennedy and Johnson 
Administrations.  Here I targeted the relationships of the civilian and military people who were 
struggling with the Vietnam situation to address it as a war of national liberation and communist 
expansion, and how to counter it.  
 
Chapter 4 describes the domestic environment that JFK and LBJ faced in making their major 
policy decisions toward Vietnam described in the two earlier chapters.  The focus of this chapter 
is on the roles that the civil rights and antiwar movements, the Press, Public Opinion, and the 
Congress played in affecting how JFK and LBJ made their decisions on Vietnam. 
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Chapter 5 then returns to US policy-making over the war during the Nixon Administration.  Here 
the story concentrates on Nixon’s efforts to end the war favorably and ‘honorably’ for the US.  
The narrative attempts to show how his decisions and the factors affecting them led to the 
ultimate defeat of the original US policy aims, and the fall of the South Vietnamese government 
to Northern aggression.  
 
Chapters 6 and 7 shift the view toward the North Vietnamese leaders of the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam.  These Chapters present their aims for the war, and how they conducted military and 
diplomatic actions toward the attainment of them.  My purpose here was to show that the North 
Vietnamese had a substantial role in the American failure.  I also wanted to show how US 
policy-makers misjudged or outright ignored their enemy’s motives and actions to their peril.   
 
Collectively, Chapters 8, 9, and 10 again change the viewpoint.  This time the focus is on 
American military leaders and the strategies and operational concepts they employed to obtain 
their civilian leaders’ political aims, as they knew and understood them.  In these chapters I 
describe the numerous difficulties American leaders faced in waging a new kind of war in an 
unfamiliar environment, how they attempted to adapt to it, and the problems they tried to 
overcome.   
 
In the first two of these chapters, I discuss General Westmoreland’s Strategy of Attrition and 
compare it to what the North Vietnamese were trying to do.  The narrative concentrates on the 
development of his theater military strategy and the critiques of it; both then and now.  Chapter 9 
also examines the TET offensive as a turning point in the war, both militarily and politically.  
Chapter 10 then discusses the change in the American command in Vietnam following the TET 
offensive.  It assesses General Abrams’ military strategic view and compares it to the one 
Westmoreland pursued.  It also explains the US military’s attempts to execute the Nixon policy 
of Vietnamization.   
 
Chapter 11 summarizes and reviews the US policies toward Vietnam presented in Chapters 1, 2, 
3, and 5 with the military strategies explained in Chapters 8, 9, and 10.  It seeks to gain insights 
on the interfaces and integration of civilian policy making with military strategy formulation to 
determine the effectiveness of policy direction and military execution for the Vietnam War. 
 
Chapter 12 examines the post-war reaction to Vietnam, the evolution of lessons learned, and how 
these lessons were applied to post-war events in the Carter, Reagan, and H.W. Bush 
Administrations.  It concludes with a set of the Vietnam War’s lessons learned that the author 
feels is most appropriate to explain why the US lost the war. 
 
Chapter 13 is a logical follow-on to Chapter 12.  It looks at what has occurred most recently in 
American national decision making during the “Global War on Terror” and the conflicts in the 
Clinton, George W. Bush, and Obama Administrations.  It concludes the overall story by 
showing how the lessons of the Vietnam War still matter.  The chapter proposes how the use of 
these lessons today can improve relations between American senior civilian and military leaders 
and enhance the formulation and execution of our national security strategy.   
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The principal view expressed here - and the overall theme of the story that follows - concentrates 
on a quote often misattributed to the Greek historian Thucydides.  “A nation that makes a great 
distinction between its scholars and warriors will have its thinking done by cowards and its 
fighting done by fools.”  I believe that phrase, however misquoted or attributed, offers significant 
insights on the nature of the relationship of the US decision-makers, both civilian and military, 
that had a profound influence on the bad decisions made and their resultant failures in the 
Vietnam War.   
 
As the reader will see ahead, the interrelationship between American civilian and military 
government leaders and advisors was extraordinarily divisive and dysfunctional.  So much so 
that it resulted in flawed, timid policies and foolish strategies that led to defeat.  Moreover, that 
troublesome interrelationship was a result of mistrusts, misunderstandings, and misperceptions 
on their roles, responsibilities, and what they thought would lead to a positive end to the war.  
 
A significant conclusion is that these same poor relationships and their causes still exist in US 
national security institutions today.  Moreover, they have resulted in the inability of the US to 
bring a favorable end to the current, endless ‘Global War on Terror.’ Therefore, the study of the 
lessons of the Vietnam War – notably what caused and resulted from the flawed relationships of 
American civilian and military leaders and their advisors – could result in a much-improved 
relationship, and more effective strategic formulation today.    
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