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South Vietnamese village guard, part of rural defense forces recruited locally to discourage Viet Cong raids. He carries an American M1 carbine.





This book is dedicated to the Vietnam combat photographer. Armed with only a camera and film, they risked their lives in the heat of action to concentrate on a viewfinder, shutting out the noise, terror and death around them to capture a moment of truth, and often courage.
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INTRODUCTION

THE VIETNAM WAR FOR INDEPENDENCE LASTED 30 YEARS, BEGINNING IN 1945 WITH THE END OF THE JAPANESE OCCUPATION IN WORLD WAR II. IN 1954, WITH THE DEFEAT OF THE FRENCH BY COMMUNIST FORCES, THE U.S. BECAME INVOLVED DEFENDING THE NEW SOUTH VIETNAMESE GOVERNMENT. COMBAT OPERATIONS FINALLY ENDED IN 1975. ITS BASIS WAS A CONFLICT IN IDEOLOGIES AND ITS ULTIMATE GOAL WAS THE INDEPENDENCE OF A PEOPLE FROM COLONIAL RULE. THE GOAL WAS ACCOMPLISHED AT THE COST OF HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF BRAVE MEN AND WOMEN EXPENDED IN BLOODY BATTLES THAT, IN HINDSIGHT, MIGHT HAVE BEEN AVOIDED WITH THE STROKE OF A PEN, COMPASSION, AND DIPLOMATIC COMPROMISE. TODAY, THE SOCIALIST REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM LIVES IN PEACE WITH THE UNITED STATES, FRANCE, AND THE OTHER WESTERN ALLIES. AMBASSADORS HAVE BEEN EXCHANGED, TRADE AGREEMENTS SIGNED, AND TOURISTS NOW WALK THE STREETS THAT, DECADES AGO, WERE PITTED WITH BOMB CRATERS AND STREWN WITH THE DETRITUS OF COMBAT.

Vietnam: The Unwinnable War has been created for the children of those who fought and died there. With the help of veterans from both sides of that conflict, historic documents, hand-scribbled orders, after-action reports, and strike maps, the authors present personal reflections along with combat strategies and tactics. This war taught hard lessons about fighting battles where there were no front lines, where mobility was key to success, and flexibility and adaptation were necessary. We’ll meet the generals who created the strategies, and the infantry, airmen, and sailors tasked with gaining victories whether they wore G.I. boots or Uncle Ho sandals. The weapons used by both sides are described, from punji sticks coated with cow dung to M-16 and AK-47 assault rifles. Phantom and Crusader jets duel Mig 17s and 21s as S.A.M.s cut trails through the skies and high above the green landscape, flights of B-52s lose tons of iron bombs into the fiery march of “Rolling Thunder.” The Riverine War pitted a gunboat navy against an invisible enemy ashore and Huey and Sikorsky helicopters added a new fighting chapter to the U.S. Cavalry and Marine Corps while saving battlefield lives. Meanwhile, the N.V.A./V.C. trained themselves to live in deep tunnels, enabling them to strike at their enemy and vanish.

In the United States, the conflict rumbled through the administrations of five presidents and created an unprecedented backlash among its citizens. Riots erupted, Civil Rights leaders added their protests, and citizens’ interpretations of patriotism were challenged in the streets. Brave men armed only with a Nikon or a Leica camera, with cine cameras and microphones, brought the savage war home to people’s living rooms. Photojournalists delivered images and sounds of war as it was, all the dirt, pain, suffering, and often heroic human spirit.
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A platoon of heavy laden infantry moves forward during one of the “Border Battles” where the N.V.A. sought to draw U.S. and A.R.V.N. troops away from population centers before the Viet Cong launched the Tet Offensive in 1967–68.
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From the escalation to its abrupt end, Vietnam: The Unwinnable War will explore the conflict, the soldiers’ lives in the field, the decisions, the strategies, tactics, and weapons that evolved into an international tragedy. Whether they are scarred on the outside or carry deeper, unseen scars, the Vietnam War remains an experience no survivor will ever forget and in Vietnam: The Unwinnable War, words, photographs, maps, and actual memorabilia are available to help explain what it was like for so many brave men and women who fought for their country.

Gerry and Janet Souter

Arlington Heights, Illinois




SETTING THE STAGE

THE VIETNAMESE EMPIRE’S FIRST MAJOR CLASH WITH A EUROPEAN POWER CAME IN 1847, WHEN FRENCH GUNBOATS ATTACKED THE PORT OF DA NANG, SINKING SEVERAL VESSELS AND DESTROYING A COUPLE OF FORTS. THE FRENCH WERE RESPONDING TO THE ARREST OF A CATHOLIC MISSIONARY, ALTHOUGH BY THE TIME THEY ARRIVED HE HAD BEEN RELEASED AND SENT TO SINGAPORE. THE FRENCH SAILED AWAY, BUT THE ATTACK WAS A PORTENT OF THINGS TO COME.
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On February 17, 1859, a joint Franco-Spanish naval expedition under the command of Vice Admiral Charles Rigault de Genouilly, an action initiated by Napoleon III, attacked Saigon to aid colonial expansion on the pretext of the anti-Christian policies of Tu-Duc, Emperor of Vietnam.




The hostility of successive Vietnamese emperors to Catholicism throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, the success of Catholic missionaries in Indochina, and the key part played by Frenchmen in this Christianizing of the country all contributed to a subsequent French invasion in 1858, when Da Nang was occupied. In 1861, a renewed French intervention seized the area around Saigon and the Mekong river delta in the south of Indochina, which the French named Cochinchina. The French gradually extended their control over other parts of Indochina until, in 1893, the French Indochinese Union incorporated Cochinchina, Cambodia, and Laos, together with areas of Vietnam the French annexed under the names of Tonkin (the far north) and Annam (the center). By exploiting cultural and ethnic prejudices in the region, where both India and China had wielded influence, the French made it difficult for any nationalist sentiment to emerge.

Various individuals did work toward an independent Vietnam, among them a Marxist who called himself Nguyen Ai Quoc. In 1930 he organized the Indochinese Communist Party. In 1933 he went to the Soviet Union and received treatment for tuberculosis and effectively disappeared, to the relief of the French authorities. In 1938 he began working with the Chinese Communists then engaged in fighting both the nationalist government of China and Japanese invaders.


HO CHI MINH—PRESIDENT OF NORTH VIETNAM (BELOW CENTER)

Born Nguyen Tat Thanh on May 19, 1890, in the village of Kimlien, Annam (central Vietnam), after schooling in Hue he wandered through odd jobs until after World War I when, under the pseudonym Nguyen Ai Quoc (Nguyen the Patriot), he helped found the French Communist Party. After training in Moscow he was sent to China to organize Communist Vietnamese. Eventually, he founded the Indochinese Communist Party, spent two years in a British prison and suffered tuberculosis. Nguyen made his way back to Vietnam, founded the Viet Minh, and fought against the Japanese. With his new name, Ho Chi Minh (“the Enlightener”), he created the Democratic Republic of Vietnam to unify the country. He died on September 3, 1969, before realizing his dream of one Vietnam.
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General Vo Nguyen Giap (right) and Ho Chi Minh (center) confer with Chinese advisors during the French-Indochina War (1949–1954). Portraits of Chairman Mao ZeDong and Ho Chi Minh hang behind them.







DEAN ACHESON, SECRETARY OF STATE

Dean Acheson (1893-1971) was President Harry S. Truman’s Secretary of State from 1949-53. The acerbic Acheson was always a controversial figure, but his advice to three presidents was often very valuable. President Ho Chi Minh had sent Truman a number of telegrams asking for the support of the U.S. against French Colonial rule throughout the late 1940s and 50s. Acheson supported this position and advised Truman to aid the Vietnamese leader. Truman instead half-heartedly gave aid to the French in Indochina, leaving Ho Chi Minh to continue accepting weapons, training, and political advice from China and the Soviet Union.
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INDOCHINA 1954

Map of Indochina in 1954. Showing Vietnam’s relationship to Cambodia, Thailand, Laos, and China before its division into North and South Vietnam. At this time, France’s control of Indochina was coming to an end. The Communist takeover of China had occurred in 1949.
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The defeat of France by Germany in 1940 was followed by the occupation of Indochina in July 1941 by the Japanese. Nguyen Ai Quoc had already arrived two months earlier with a new name, Ho Chi Minh, and a new revolutionary idea, a League for the Independence of Vietnam, or the Viet Minh.

Until 1944, the Viet Minh lacked weapons, but carefully built up networks of informers and supplies. The United States, having grudgingly accepted Communists as allies against Germany, Italy, and Japan, sent military aid to Ho Chi Minh. A small shipment arrived in March and a hit-and-run war with the Japanese began in December, commanded by Ho’s trusted colleague, Vo Nguyen Giap.

On September 2, 1945, as the Japanese formally surrendered to the Americans in Tokyo Bay, the Japanese in northern Vietnam surrendered to Ho Chi Minh. On that same day, Ho declared the Democratic Republic of Vietnam to be independent. The document proclaiming this new nation began with the words: “All men are created equal. They are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.” This immortal statement was made in the Declaration of Independence of the United States of America in 1776. In a broader sense, this means: “All the peoples on the earth are equal from birth, all the peoples have a right to live, to be happy and free....”

Three weeks after this document had been read to a festive crowd of Vietnamese in Hanoi, French soldiers, supported by British troops who had been the first Allied forces to reach Indochina, reclaimed Saigon from a ramshackle Viet Minh administration. And so the stage was set for the Vietnam War.
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Japanese prisoners of war in barbed wire stockade are informed that Japan has accepted surrender terms on August 15, 1945. The Japanese Bushido code of warfare did not permit surrender in combat. These men face an uncertain future since they did not give their lives for their emperor.
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Japanese General Yoshijiro Umezu signs the surrender documents aboard the battleship U.S.S. Missouri (BB-63) in Tokyo Bay on September 2, 1945. Some of the members of the Japanese who signed the surrender later committed ritual suicide back in Tokyo.





[image: ]

Japanese land on south-east Asia beaches in 1942 to begin their occupation of French colonies. France had been defeated by Germany in 1940 and Japan was part of the fascist Axis together with Germany and Italy. French officials remained in Vietnam as a Japanese puppet regime until 1945.
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