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			On the afternoon of April 29, 1975, Dutch photojournalist Hubert “Hugh” Van Es looked out the window at the United Press International (UPI) office in downtown Saigon and saw a helicopter landing on an elevator shaft rising from the roof of 22 Gia Long Street. Van Es grabbed his camera and a 300 mm lens and hurried onto the balcony. As a man in a white shirt was reaching down to help a person at the top of a staircase board the helicopter, Van Es took the last great iconic photograph of the Vietnam War. A UPI editor in Tokyo misidentified the building as the American embassy, and despite later corrections the mistake has survived in books, in articles, and on the internet, perhaps because placing the helicopter on the roof of the embassy makes the photograph a more potent symbol for America’s first lost war.

			Compare the Van Es photograph with the even more iconic one that Associated Press (AP) reporter Joe Rosenthal shot of six U.S. servicemen raising an American flag on the summit of Mount Suribachi during the World War II battle for Iwo Jima. Both were taken near the end of a war, and both show Americans framed against an open sky—reaching up to plant a flag or down to grab a refugee. Otherwise, they seem to have nothing in common. One symbolizes victory in a war Americans have spent decades celebrating; the other, defeat in a war they have spent decades trying to forget. One represents courage and sacrifice; the other, catastrophe and disgrace. But the more one learns about the staircase on the roof of 22 Gia Long Street, the people standing on it, the pilots of that helicopter, and the man in the white shirt, the more apparent it becomes that Van Es had also memorialized a moment of stirring heroism.

			
			He later described the 22 Gia Long Street stairway as a “makeshift wooden ladder.” But zoom in from a different angle and with a stronger lens, as French photojournalist Philippe Buffon did that same afternoon, and it becomes a sturdy staircase wide enough to be climbed by four people abreast. Zoom in some more and the helicopter becomes a Bell Huey 205 painted in the blue and white livery of Air America, one of the CIA’s proprietary airlines, and you can see that the man in the white shirt has a seven-day beard, a black patch over his left eye, and a cigar clenched in his teeth and that his shirt is ripped and filthy. Patrons of Saigon’s rowdier bars would recognize him as Oren Bartholomew “O. B.” Harnage, the U.S. embassy’s deputy air operations officer and a middle-aged roustabout described by one friend as “a gregarious, macho good old boy, a bull-shitter of the first order…[and] suds-sipper of renown.” The cigar was one of the seven that Harnage smoked daily, perhaps as an homage to his father, a Tampa cigar roller who had abandoned him at birth, in either 1925 or 1926—he was uncertain which. He had volunteered for the navy at seventeen (or eighteen) and been wounded on Okinawa. A sliver of old shrapnel had worked its way into his left eye the previous month, explaining the patch. He had joined the air force after the war, moved to the CIA as a contract employee, and after seven years in Laos and Vietnam had concluded that America had been “naïve” to involve itself in the Vietnam War.

			Earlier that afternoon CIA chief of station Thomas Polgar had asked him to commandeer one of the Air America helicopters that had been landing on the embassy roof and direct its pilots to 22 Gia Long Street to evacuate a group of Polgar’s personal friends and senior South Vietnamese officials. Risking his life to rescue some dignitaries rubbed Harnage the wrong way. He decided instead to board everyone, he explained later, “first come, first served…ladies and infants being the exception.” After landing on the Gia Long Street roof, he punched out a burly Korean diplomat (a Polgar VIP) who had elbowed the other evacuees aside, and threw large suitcases—some heavy with gold bars—off the roof. Parents handed him their children before climbing back down the stairs in tears. Notes pinned to the children’s shirts read, “My son wants to be a doctor,” and “My daughter is very musical.”

			
			Van Es photographed Harnage as he was leaning down to grab Dr. Thiet-Tan Nguyen, a young military doctor who would become an anesthesiologist in Southern California. Next he grabbed Dr. Tong Huyhn, who would practice family medicine in a suburb of Atlanta. Next came Tuyet-Dong Bui, a slender teenage girl who will call herself Janet at the California university where she will earn a degree in microbiology before becoming a biotech researcher. Hours before, a stray bullet had killed one of her high school classmates, and her mother had urged her to leave. Her brother, who stood a rung below her, had traded his motorbike to the chauffeur of a high-ranking military officer in exchange for being led here. Standing below him was a Polgar VIP, Minister of Defense Tran Van Don, who had recently told South Vietnamese troops, “In the coming hours, in the coming days, I will be by your side.”

			Elevator shafts like the one at 22 Gia Long Street usually have a rudimentary iron or wood ladder so mechanics can climb up and service their machinery. Yet no one seeing the Van Es photograph appears to have asked why such a large and sturdy staircase happened to be leading to the top of the elevator shaft—in effect, leading nowhere. It was there because on April 6 Marine Corps colonel Al Gray had flown over downtown Saigon in a helicopter, surveying the roofs of buildings leased by U.S. government agencies. Air America pilots Marius Burke and Nikki Fillipi had then inspected the roofs that Gray believed capable of supporting a helicopter, gauging their strength and checking for obstructions. After choosing the thirteen most promising ones, they had supervised a crew of American contractors who rerouted electrical and telephone cables and removed flagpoles and washing lines. The contractors custom built two staircases for 22 Gia Long Street: a short one leading from the main roof to an intermediate platform, and a longer one connecting that platform to the top of the elevator shaft. Their staircases had handrails and short steps so that children and the disabled could climb them.

			
			Major General Homer Smith, the U.S. defense attaché and senior military officer in South Vietnam, approved Burke and Fillipi’s preparations, but Ambassador Graham Martin was furious when he learned about their makeshift helipads. He believed that any indication that the United States was preparing an evacuation would demoralize South Vietnam’s military, undermine the government of President Nguyen Van Thieu, and lead to revenge attacks on American civilians. He refused Burke’s request to pre-position barrels of fuel on the roofs, park helicopters on them overnight, and paint an H in green Day-Glo paint on them that matched the dimensions of a Huey’s skids so that Air America pilots could see which ones had been converted to helipads and where to align their skids to ensure a 360-degree clearance. Martin argued that the H might alarm the Vietnamese washerwomen who dried laundry on the roofs. On his own building’s roof, Burke painted the outline of an H in green dots that he later connected. Other Air America pilots ignored Martin and painted a green H on other helipads.

			Bob Caron and Jack Hunter piloted the helicopter that landed on 22 Gia Long Street. They were among the thirty-one middle-aged Air America pilots who had volunteered to make these hazardous flights. Before Harnage recruited them to rescue Polgar’s VIPs, they had been setting down wherever they saw people standing on a roof with an H. Caron was a West Point graduate and Vietnam War veteran who, like Harnage, did not give a hoot if the people he collected from these roofs were high or low priority, government ministers or their chauffeurs. He was rescuing them, he said, “to preserve America’s honor.” By the time Van Es took his iconic photograph, Caron and Hunter had made three pickups from Gia Long Street. Each time they lifted off, Caron shouted to the people being left behind on the stairs, “We’ll make as many runs as we can!”

			A Huey could carry twelve combat-loaded American soldiers, but because Vietnamese are smaller and many of the evacuees were women and children, Harnage packed twenty people onto every flight. To make more room, he rode outside, standing on a skid while holding a Swedish machine gun in one hand. A passenger gripped his other arm to prevent him from falling to his death in case he was hit by ground fire from North Vietnamese troops or disgruntled South Vietnamese soldiers. (Earlier that day, while stopping at Tan Son Nhut to transfer his passengers onto one of the larger Marine Corps helicopters that were shuttling out to the U.S. fleet, Caron had noticed a bullet hole in his drive shaft.) Harnage had suffered wounds on Okinawa while fighting for his country and his comrades; on April 29, he was risking his life to turn a few more Vietnamese strangers into American citizens.

			
			Van Es had captured Caron’s last pickup from Gia Long Street. Caron was almost out of gas and would have to fly half an hour out to the U.S. Navy fleet to refuel. As he lifted off for the last time, he met the eyes of those he was leaving behind—people who were unlikely to become doctors, musicians, biotech researchers, or anything else in the United States and might instead be among the hundreds of thousands of “class enemies” that the Communists would send to a gulag of “reeducation” camps. Some would be incarcerated for as long as seventeen years, unless they died first from malnutrition, disease, hard labor, and mistreatment. It was in their eyes, Caron thought, that “you could see they knew we were never coming back.” Harnage never forgot their “pleading eyes” and would remember his last flight from Gia Long Street as a “nightmare” of people “waiting on a ladder for a helicopter that does not return.” All across Saigon on April 29, Americans avoided Vietnamese eyes. As a group walked down a boulevard toward an evacuation bus, passing Vietnamese watching silently from the doorways of their homes and shops, one man kept saying, “Don’t look in their eyes….Don’t look in their eyes….Don’t look in their eyes.” A reporter who had refused to help her Vietnamese translator and his family escape, telling herself they would be “better off” in Saigon, never forgot “the look of supplication in the eyes of his wife and children.” Decades later, an American diplomat remained haunted by “the look in the eyes of those I had to leave behind.”

			
			As Caron’s helicopter lifted off, a passenger noticed her teenage son standing on the stairs and burst into tears. Tuyet-Dong “Janet” Bui had been excited to take her first helicopter ride, but as Saigon slipped away, she thought, “Oh my God, I don’t know where I’m going. I don’t know anybody. Where are my parents?” and began weeping. She and the other passengers were, in their way, as courageous as Caron and Harnage. They were leaving behind friends, family, country, and culture to become exiles in a nation where, according to a recent poll, two-thirds of its citizens did not want them. On the same day that Harnage’s evacuees were flying over Saigon, U.S. senator George McGovern, who had run for president in 1972 on an antiwar platform, was telling reporters in Ohio, “I am opposed to large numbers of Vietnamese coming, not only because I think it is not in our interests. I don’t think it is in their interest. I think the Vietnamese are better off in Vietnam, including the orphans.”

			Harnage looked down from the skids of Caron’s helicopter and saw smoke: puffs of smoke rising from backyards where South Vietnamese were burning photographs, documents, and anything else connecting them to the United States or the Thieu government; plumes of it spiraling from the American embassy as diplomats fed files into a rooftop incinerator; black clouds of it billowing from oil tanks and warehouses along the docks; and more smoke marking the bridges and boulevards where some South Vietnamese soldiers were mounting a brave resistance so that politicians like Tran Van Don could escape on helicopters like this one.

			Caron’s helicopter joined dozens of others stitching a patchwork of contrails across the sky. Helicopters had become symbolic of the Vietnam War, and their whomp-whomp-whomping was its descant. They flew troops into battle, rescued the wounded, retrieved the dead, and brought journalists and generals back to Saigon for clean sheets and French restaurants. Before Senator Robert F. Kennedy opposed the Vietnam War, he had told a reporter that the United States would win it because it had helicopters. “We have them,” he said, “the French did not.” Instead, America’s first helicopter war would become its first lost war, one ending with the largest helicopter evacuation in military history.

			
			The passengers on Harnage’s last run were among the 1,000 evacuees whom Air America pilots extracted from rooftops and paddies on April 29. Between noon and 5:00 a.m. the next day, U.S. military and civilian helicopters airlifted 1,373 Americans and 5,595 South Vietnamese and third-country nationals to the U.S. fleet. Add them to the 45,000 South Vietnamese and third-country nationals that U.S. Air Force transports had evacuated during the month of April, the 73,000 South Vietnamese that the U.S. Navy rescued at sea, the 2,000 Vietnamese airmen and their families who escaped to Thailand, and the others who had already left on Air America fixed-wing planes and so-called black flights, and you have more than 130,000 South Vietnamese refugees whom the U.S. government and military would process through transit camps in the Philippines, Wake Island, and Guam before flying them to relocation camps on the U.S. mainland. It would be the greatest evacuation under wartime conditions since Dunkirk and the largest humanitarian operation in American history, although at the time few Americans recognized or celebrated it as such. It occurred largely because U.S. military personnel, government employees, and private citizens staged a spontaneous, uncoordinated, and clandestine mutiny against the policies and inaction of senior U.S. officials in Saigon and Washington, and against the wishes and prejudices of a majority of Americans and their elected representatives in Congress, risking their careers and lives to evacuate South Vietnamese who they believed were facing years of incarceration or worse under a Communist regime.

			Jackie Bong, the widow of a South Vietnamese politician assassinated by the Vietcong, later compared the Americans who spirited her out of Saigon to the Righteous Gentiles of the Holocaust, men like Raoul Wallenberg and Oskar Schindler. The wife of a U.S. Foreign Service officer arranged to have Bong and her children collected in a car with diplomatic plates. As they neared the airport, their chauffeur pulled in to a villa that American diplomats were using as a safe house for stashing their Vietnamese evacuees. Bong and her children were hustled into a large black sedan flying an American flag from one bumper and a South Vietnamese flag from the other. Jim Eckes, a longtime American resident of Saigon who managed a charter airline, sat in front next to the driver. Bong and her children climbed into the backseat to join Pat Barnett, an American in his late thirties whom Eckes introduced as “your husband.” President Thieu had ordered the MPs and national police manning the gate at Tan Son Nhut airport to arrest South Vietnamese attempting to leave without passports and exit visas. Eckes explained that they would bluff their way through by having her pretend to be the Vietnamese wife of a senior U.S. official. “I was being shipped out clandestinely with the help of Americans,” she wrote later. “It reminded me of the stories of Jews being helped to flee Europe during World War II.”

			
			Others made the same comparison. Teenager Linh Duy Vo escaped from Saigon on an American helicopter on April 29. He settled in California, where he raised a family and became a poet. He credited the U.S. defense attaché in South Vietnam, Major General Homer Smith, with saving his life, writing in a poem, “The general issued an order, / His soldier put my name on the list…/ I will never forget my American Schindler.” He established the General Homer Smith Prize, awarded annually to “a U.S. citizen’s distinguished contribution which makes one proud to be an American.” In 2011 he traveled eighty-seven hours round trip on Greyhound buses to attend Smith’s funeral in San Antonio, writing in a tribute, “You had saved thousands of lives, a repeat of the Schindler’s List. I was among them.”

			Many among the approximately seven thousand Americans residing in South Vietnam at the beginning of April 1975 had fallen in love with the country and its people. Two decades earlier, author Graham Greene had written of falling in love with Indochina “by chance,” seduced by the “tall elegant girls in white silk trousers,” “the pewter evening light on flat paddy fields,” and “that feeling of exhilaration which a measure of danger brings to a visitor with a return ticket.” General Marcel Bigeard, the commander of the French paratroopers who had suffered a catastrophic defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, claimed to have “left half his heart” in Vietnam and later asked to have his ashes scattered over the battlefield. White House press secretary and former war correspondent Ron Nessen thought there was something “seductive about Vietnam and its people.” During Nessen’s first posting to Saigon, the noted French journalist Bernard Fall warned him that he had contracted “the yellow sickness,” an incurable affection for Asia and Asians. But the two most powerful Americans in South Vietnam in 1975 were resistant to its charms. Ambassador Graham Martin admitted never developing “any great attachment to the Vietnamese, North or South,” adding, “I don’t particularly like any of them. I love the Thai.” And CIA station chief Thomas Polgar confessed to being “not one of the people who was wedded to Vietnam,” saying he lacked “a great emotional attachment to it like some of my colleagues who really fell in love with the country.”

			
			There had always been romantics and idealists among Americans posted to South Vietnam: diplomats who believed in winning hearts and minds, soldiers risking their lives to protect noncombatants, generals skeptical of the Pentagon’s body-count mentality, members of John F. Kennedy’s “ask not” generation who still considered government service an honorable calling, and others who had crossed the tracks—making close Vietnamese friends, fighting with Vietnamese units, and falling in love with Vietnamese women. After the 1973 treaty and cease-fire reduced the size of the U.S. civilian and military community, they became a larger percentage of the remaining Americans, and many of the Righteous Americans came from their ranks. Many believed that their country’s political and military leaders had mismanaged the war, that Americans had a moral duty to evacuate their South Vietnamese allies, that a nation built by immigrants had room for more, and that they were saving Vietnamese from years of imprisonment in a Communist gulag, or a bloodbath like that occurring in neighboring Cambodia. And so they cobbled together underground railroads of safe houses, black flights, disguises, and fake flag vehicles, and smuggled friends, co-workers, and strangers past the police checkpoints at Tan Son Nhut airport in ambulances, metal shipping crates, and refrigerator trucks with airholes drilled in their floors. They impersonated chauffeurs, generals, and hospital patients, and they embossed documents with counterfeit consular stamps and signed affidavits stating that they would be financially responsible for the Vietnamese adults whom they claimed to have “adopted.”

			
			An American who had served with the CIA and the U.S. Agency for International Development (AID) in South Vietnam and had flown back to rescue his friends wrote afterward that many of his fellow countrymen in Saigon were “determined to protest [U.S. government inaction] in their own way by getting out as many people as possible.” He believed that their mutiny had ultimately forced the U.S. government to relax its immigration restrictions and increase its evacuation flights, and concluded, “When one considers that these Americans had to accept responsibility—financial or otherwise—for these Vietnamese for an indefinite period, it becomes apparent that this impulse to save the Vietnamese was an act of conscience as well as a gesture of contempt for Capitol Hill.”

			The Righteous Americans faced anguishing decisions. Many began by evacuating co-workers and friends but were soon including friends of friends, and strangers. Some favored those whom the Communists seemed most likely to punish; others wanted to rescue the bravest South Vietnamese or those who had sacrificed the most or were most likely to flourish in the United States. Some, like O. B. Harnage, followed a first-come, first-served policy. Others were like U.S. marine colonel Al Gray, who commanded the ground security force of marines who flew into Tan Son Nhut on the afternoon of April 29. Although the Pentagon was pressuring the marines to evacuate Americans as quickly as possible, and although two marines had been killed by a Communist rocket earlier that day, and North Vietnamese units had reached the northern perimeter of the airfield—despite all this, Gray told his officers and men, “We’re not going to play God. We’re taking everyone who wants to go. And we’ll stay here until we’re finished.”

			Many Righteous Americans believed that evacuating Vietnamese who faced retribution under a Communist government represented a last chance to accomplish something noble at the end of an ignoble war—to replace President Nixon’s discredited peace with honor with an honorable exit. While Harnage was rescuing twenty Vietnamese at a time from the roof of 22 Gia Long Street, several blocks away at the U.S. embassy Lieutenant Colonel Harry Summers climbed onto the roof of a soft drink stand in the recreation center and, shouting through a bullhorn, told the several thousand Vietnamese who had taken refuge there, “Every one of you folks is going to get out of here. Let me repeat that: all of you people here with us today are going to be flown to safety and freedom. None of you will be left behind. I will only go after the last of you has left. And the United States ambassador has assured me he will leave right at the end, after you and me. On that we give you our solemn word.” Then he climbed down and walked through the crowd saying, “Don’t you worry,” and “Sure, you’ll get a job in the States.” A journalist who witnessed Summers’s performance called him “a man of honor and of compassion,” writing that he had “taken it upon himself to sweep up some of the dust of America’s honor in Vietnam.”

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			Omens
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			It was said that swarms of bees drowned themselves in the South China Sea and a dragon streaked across the sky above the port of Vung Tau. An American diplomat transplanted a black orchid from the Central Highlands to a tree outside the embassy, and his staff accused him of cursing South Vietnam. During a state dinner for a delegation of American congressmen at Independence Palace, a gust of wind blew through the banquet hall, extinguishing candles and flapping the white curtains like flags of surrender. A cabinet minister whispered to an American that it was “a bad sign.”

			A more palpable bad sign appeared on January 6, 1975, when white flags fluttered as North Vietnamese troops entered Phuoc Binh, the ramshackle capital of mountainous and thinly populated Phuoc Long province. The town was only sixty-six miles north of Saigon, but with its large population of Montagnards, a catchall term for Vietnam’s tribal peoples, and with its main boulevard doubling as a landing strip for the cargo planes that had become its lifeline after Communist troops cut its surrounding highways, it felt more like an outpost on a distant frontier. Twenty thousand seasoned North Vietnamese Army (NVA) regulars easily overwhelmed its defenders, a ragtag collection of militiamen and regular troops. President Nguyen Van Thieu flew in eight hundred elite South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) rangers and ordered them to hold the town “at all costs.” A hundred survived, and according to the official government account, “The few province, village, and hamlet officials who were captured were summarily executed.”

			
			Phuoc Long had little strategic or economic value, but losing an entire province was a psychological catastrophe for South Vietnam. Thieu closed cinemas and nightclubs, declared three days of national mourning, and ordered “Phuoc Long Will Be Retaken” banners hung over boulevards. North Vietnam’s chief of staff, General Van Tien Dung, wrote that the battle had demonstrated that the United States lacked the political will to reenter the war. South Vietnamese chief of staff General Cao Van Vien called it the Communists’ “first big step toward total military conquest, boldly taken yet apparently without fear of any reaction from the United States,” and asked, “What more encouragement could the Communists have asked for?”

			Soon after Phuoc Long fell, two of Washington’s foremost Vietnam experts, Sandy Berger and Douglas Pike, were walking down the Mall after judging a doctoral thesis titled “Is the South Vietnamese Defense Viable Without the Americans?” Its author claimed that it was. They disagreed. “It’s all over, isn’t it?” Berger asked. Pike took a few steps before saying, “Yeah, it is.” Meanwhile, the State Department and the Pentagon were telling some personnel who had been on home leave over the holidays not to return to South Vietnam. Nelson Kieff, a military intelligence officer operating undercover as a civilian in the Central Highlands, received orders to recruit “stay-behind” agents.

			President Gerald Ford issued a statement condemning Communist aggression but several days later neglected to mention Vietnam during his State of the Union address and told reporters that he could not foresee any set of circumstances leading him to order U.S. military units back to Vietnam. In fact, there was little he could do without outraging Congress and the American people. The U.S. Senate had passed an amendment in June 1973 named for Senators Clifford Case (R-N.J.) and Frank Church (D-Idaho) that prohibited the Pentagon from funding U.S. military operations in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos without the approval of Congress. This was followed five months later by the War Powers Resolution, a bill barring a president from sending the military into combat anywhere in the world for more than sixty days without congressional authorization or a declaration of war. The circumstances elevating Ford to the presidency also constrained him. President Nixon had appointed him vice president in 1973, after Vice President Spiro Agnew resigned in disgrace for accepting bribes. He had become president eight months later after Nixon resigned in disgrace due to the Watergate scandal. His unpopular decision to pardon Nixon was courageous but further weakened his accidental presidency.

			
			Ford’s tepid response to Phuoc Long unnerved General Alexander Haig, Nixon’s former chief of staff. Haig flew to Washington from his post in Brussels as NATO commander hoping to persuade him to defy Congress and retaliate militarily. “Roll up your sleeves like Harry Truman did and take a principled stand,” he said, warning that otherwise Ford might not be reelected. “Al, I can’t,” Ford replied. “The American people have no stomach for it.” Haig rose to his feet and said, “I think you’ll be a one term president.”

			There was no evidence that Phuoc Long had fallen because its defenders lacked weapons or munitions. Henry Kissinger, who was serving as Ford’s secretary of state as well as his national security adviser, nevertheless blamed its loss on Congress’s refusal to increase military assistance to South Vietnam. He told a meeting of the administration’s interdepartmental Washington Special Actions Group (WSAG) on Vietnam and Cambodia, “The cuts they [Congress] have made last year have resulted in a deterioration of the situation and that is their god-damn fault,” adding that Congress should “take responsibility for the fact that 50,000 men [the United States had lost 58,220 troops in the Vietnam War] died in vain.”

			While author and Vietnam War critic Frances FitzGerald was visiting Hanoi that winter, the editor of the Communist Party newspaper informed her that some in North Vietnam’s Politburo subscribed to the “decent interval” theory. The editor explained that the theory posited that Kissinger would accept a two-year interval between the withdrawal of U.S. forces and a Communist victory in South Vietnam, and added, “The two years are over.”

			Kissinger had used the term “decent interval” while preparing for his secret trip to Beijing in 1971. His briefing book included this talking point: “We are ready to withdraw all our forces [from South Vietnam] by a fixed date and let objective realities shape the political future.” Next to this he had written in the margin, “We want a decent interval. You have our assurance.” When he accompanied Nixon to China the following year, he told Premier Zhou Enlai, “If we can live with a communist government in China, we ought to be able to accept it in Indochina.” He also said that the United States considered the Hanoi government a “permanent factor” and had “no intention of destroying or even defeating it.”

			
			Kissinger provided more evidence that he had resigned himself to a Communist victory during an Oval Office conversation on August 2, 1972. When Nixon said that he worried about being judged harshly if the Communists took South Vietnam soon after the United States had signed a peace treaty, Kissinger replied, “If a year or two years from now North Vietnam gobbles up South Vietnam we can still have a viable foreign policy if it looks as if it’s the result of South Vietnamese incompetence.” Later in their conversation, he said, “So we’ve got to find some formula that holds the thing together a year or two, after which, after a year, Mr. President, Vietnam will be a backwater. If we settle it, say, this October [1972], by January ’74 no one will give a damn.”

			The United States, South and North Vietnam, and the Vietcong’s political organization in South Vietnam, the Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG), signed the Paris Peace Accords in January 1973. By the time Phuoc Long fell in 1975, most Americans no longer gave a damn about Vietnam, except those who were there serving out the final days of Kissinger’s decent interval. One of them likened their situation to that of the rear-guard troops who had protected the British army’s 1940 evacuation from Dunkirk. But at least those soldiers had been sacrificed to protect an evacuation that would contribute to their nation’s victory. The rear-guard Americans in South Vietnam had no D-day or V-E day in their futures. Instead, they would be condemned to witness, compressed into these last days, the nobility and perfidy, compassion and brutality, irrational optimism and mendacity marking their nation’s intervention in the Vietnam War.

			
			The decent interval would be the last chapter of America’s three-decade-long participation in the Vietnam conflict. From 1945 to 1954, Presidents Truman and Eisenhower had supported France’s war against a Communist-dominated insurgency in its Indochina colonies. They and subsequent presidents had subscribed to the domino theory: the assumption that if Vietnam fell to the Communists, other Southeast Asian nations would follow. After the Communists defeated the French colonial army at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, the two parties signed the Geneva Accords, a treaty dividing Vietnam at the 17th parallel and mandating elections within two years to choose a national government. Ho Chi Minh led a Communist state in the North, and Ngo Dinh Diem headed a republic in the South. The United States supported Diem, who was a genuine nationalist but had the disadvantage of being a Catholic in a largely Buddhist nation. Communist cadres in the South known as the Vietminh (later the Vietcong) rebelled against the Diem government, prompting Eisenhower to increase military assistance to Diem. President Kennedy increased the number of American military advisers from Eisenhower’s nine hundred to sixteen thousand, and President Johnson sent U.S. combat units to South Vietnam in 1965, an escalation that Kennedy had resisted. During the next several years, Johnson and his secretary of defense Robert McNamara and his national security adviser McGeorge Bundy pursued a strategy of sending more troops, dropping more bombs, and killing more Communists in the belief that North Vietnam would find the price of the war unsupportable and capitulate. They failed to appreciate that North Vietnam was motivated by political ideology, not a cost-benefit analysis, and underestimated its willingness to suffer appalling casualties to reunify the country under a Communist government. When Johnson left office in 1969, the United States had 540,000 troops in South Vietnam, victory remained elusive, and the “light at the end of the tunnel” that a French general had once promised was fainter and more distant.

			President Nixon pursued a “Vietnamization” strategy of reducing U.S. ground forces and transferring their combat responsibilities to South Vietnamese troops. This meant replacing half a million well-equipped American soldiers with a smaller number of poorly paid, trained, and led South Vietnamese ones. Nixon also directed Kissinger to negotiate a treaty that would deliver the “peace with honor” that he had promised during his 1968 campaign. Following an intense December 1972 U.S. bombing campaign, North Vietnam dropped its insistence that President Thieu’s resignation precede any treaty, and Nixon pressured South Vietnam to accept the presence of North Vietnamese troops south of the 17th parallel. In exchange, he promised Thieu continued U.S. military and economic assistance, and military retaliation should North Vietnam violate the treaty.

			
			On January 27, 1973, the representatives of all four parties—the United States, North and South Vietnam, and the PRG—signed the Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring Peace in Vietnam, commonly known as the Paris Peace Accords. The accords stipulated that the United States must remove its military forces from South Vietnam within sixty days, except for fifty officers and men assigned to the Defense Attaché Office (DAO) at the U.S. embassy in Saigon. Yet the accords also permitted North Vietnamese troops to remain in place throughout the South in de facto sanctuaries. The accords mandated a cease-fire, the repatriation of prisoners of war, an accounting of soldiers missing in action, the National Council of National Reconciliation and Concord, and “free and democratic elections” to determine South Vietnam’s future. The United States promised to contribute economic aid to North Vietnam to heal “the wounds of war” and promote “postwar reconstruction.”

			Most of the 100,000 North Vietnamese Army troops remaining in South Vietnam occupied a swath of territory running from the 17th parallel south along the Laotian and Cambodian borders through South Vietnam’s mountainous and lightly populated highlands. Communist troops also held territories scattered across the South known as “leopard spots” because of their appearance on military maps. North Vietnam resupplied its troops in the South via the Ho Chi Minh Trail, no longer a network of narrow jungle paths but now a wide all-weather highway, asphalted for miles, running alongside oil pipelines, and reaching to within sixty miles of Saigon. The trail enabled North Vietnam to mass its army and attack where it chose, while South Vietnam had to disperse its armed forces to defend each of its forty-four provinces. Phuoc Long had been the result of this strategic imbalance.

			
			The accords gave Americans the peace they wanted, with their troops home and their POWs freed, but failed to settle the question of who would rule South Vietnam. Veteran war correspondent Keyes Beech thought the treaty proved that “all the U.S. cared about was getting its prisoners back” and did not “give a damn about anything else.” He found it telling that even the young antiwar correspondents condemned the treaty as a sellout. When Kissinger and his North Vietnamese negotiating counterpart, Le Duc Tho, won the 1973 Nobel Peace Prize, two members of the Nobel committee resigned in protest and Tho refused the honor. Kissinger later considered returning it, telling Ford on April 3, 1975, after South Vietnam had suffered a string of calamitous defeats, “I am returning the Nobel Peace Prize, but the money is in a trust so I will have to borrow to return the money.” Later, he changed his mind.

			Marshal Ferdinand Foch, the commander of Allied forces during World War I, said of the 1919 Versailles Treaty, “This is not peace. It is an armistice for twenty years.” The same could be said of the Paris Peace Accords, although they lasted two years instead of twenty and did not provide the semblance of an armistice. They called for a “cease-fire in place” to begin at midnight on January 27, 1973, but failed to stipulate what “place” opposing troops were supposed to be occupying. During the next two years, South Vietnam lost fifty-one thousand soldiers, almost as many as America lost during its entire participation in the war. There would be no Council of National Reconciliation, free and democratic elections, U.S. funds for reconstructing North Vietnam, accounting of the missing, or end to the mortar barrages and civilian casualties. Instead, the accords created the International Commission of Control and Supervision (ICCS), a multinational organization charged with overseeing elections that never occurred and investigating violations of a cease-fire that neither side respected. Throughout the decent interval, the ICCS remained deadlocked between its two Communist members, Hungary and Poland, and its pro-Western members, Iran and Indonesia. (Former member Canada had resigned in frustration and been replaced by Indonesia.) Because the ICCS could act only if it was unanimous, it seldom acted. Its 1,160 inspectors flew across South Vietnam investigating cease-fire violations and otherwise passed the time at swimming pools and nightclubs, arguing over their rights and privileges while trying to recruit one another into the intelligence services of their respective nations. Had the ICCS been impartial, it would have ruled that North and South Vietnam had been more or less equally responsible for cease-fire violations during the initial months of the truce but that by the time Phuoc Long fell, the North had become the principal offender. By then, Saigon wags were calling the ICCS “I Can’t Control Shit,” and one of its inspectors compared the accords to “a dictionary for a language that nobody speaks.”

			
			The signatories of the accords also pledged to exchange information about military personnel missing in action and to repatriate remains. To accomplish this, they created the Four-Party Joint Military Team (JMT), an organization that comprised delegations from the United States, South Vietnam, North Vietnam, and the PRG. Most of the ten officers and five enlisted men on the U.S. delegation had served in Vietnam during the war and had volunteered because they believed that a flawed peace was better than the war they had fought, and considered recovering the remains of fallen comrades a noble enterprise.

			The JMT enjoyed the privileges and immunities of a diplomatic mission, including its own flags, vehicles, and armbands marked with a “4” inside an orange circle. The two hundred members of the Communist delegations were quartered at Camp Davis, a group of Quonset huts adjoining the U.S. embassy’s Defense Attaché Office’s compound at Tan Son Nhut airport. The huts had formerly housed U.S. Army code breakers and had been named in honor of James T. Davis, the first American serviceman killed in action in South Vietnam. The JMT sponsored weekly liaison flights between Saigon and Hanoi so that the U.S. and South Vietnamese delegations could confer with senior North Vietnamese officials, and the Communist delegations could resupply their headquarters at Fort Davis and rotate their staffs. During biweekly meetings at Camp Davis, the American delegation handed the Communist delegations MIA dossiers, and the Communists promised to investigate each case but never did so. The Communists encircled Camp Davis with barbed wire and security personnel; the South Vietnamese encircled the Communists with lip-readers, telescopes, and their own security agents. The Communists flew in their food from Hanoi to prevent the Thieu regime from poisoning them; South Vietnamese military police ran their hands through the food, spilling it on the tarmac. Every Saturday morning the Communist spokesman gave a press conference during which he called for the overthrow of the Thieu government. The sound of South Vietnamese jets taking off to bomb Communist positions sometimes drowned him out.

			
			The United States had pledged in the accords to “contribute to healing the wounds of war and to postwar reconstruction of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam,” and President Nixon had promised a sum of $3.25 billion. The North considered the money a quid pro quo for providing information on American MIAs. Having recently exchanged six hundred American POWs for the withdrawal of all U.S. troops in South Vietnam, Hanoi was in no hurry to hand over MIA remains for free. During a coffee break at one of the JMT’s fruitless meetings, Captain To, a senior member of North Vietnam’s delegation, told Captain Stuart Herrington of the American delegation, “Of course we have information on many of your MIA personnel and in some cases even the remains of your pilots….But why should we give them to you for nothing? Your government has done so much damage to our people and our land that it must pay.”

			Herrington was one of several Vietnamese speakers on the U.S. JMT delegation. Like many in his generation, he had been, he said, “swept along on a wave of idealism” by President Kennedy and, like many, had become skeptical that Vietnam had been the right war to fight, or a winnable one. Soon after Phuoc Long fell, he began hearing from South Vietnamese Army officers who knew him from his earlier tour as an intelligence officer. Their pretexts for contacting him were flimsy, and he recognized that they were looking for an American to help them escape.

			
			He noticed other omens. An American contractor working at the South Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) base at Bien Hoa reported that morale was so low that pilots schemed to avoid missions. An intelligence analyst based at the Defense Attaché Office reported filing a pessimistic memorandum, only to have the embassy’s deputy chief of mission, Wolfgang Lehmann, return it with “CRAP!” and “Where did you get this?” scrawled across the top in red ink. One evening a posse of inebriated South Vietnamese soldiers pulled an American contractor from his car a block from Herrington’s building and pummeled him. They told the policeman who intervened that he deserved it because he was an American. Herrington told his brother in the United States that the South Vietnamese Army was “a demoralized force,” “completely convinced that we’ve…betrayed them,” “irate and increasingly ill-disciplined,” and a greater danger to Americans than the North Vietnamese. He began shipping his possessions home and told his parents to expect him by August.

			Army specialist 7 Bill Bell was the best Vietnamese linguist on the U.S. JMT delegation. His superior officer had been on home leave when Phuoc Long fell and had remained in the United States, leaving Bell to assume his position as head liaison officer to the other three JMT delegations. After Phuoc Long fell, Bell decided that the crucial question was not when the Communists would strike next but where. He received an answer while lunching in Saigon on February 25 with members of the Santilli family, who owned a coffee plantation outside Ban Me Thuot, a provincial capital in the Central Highlands. The family patriarch was an Italian who had fought with the French Foreign Legion and had married a Rhade, one of the tribal peoples native to the region. Bell had met Santilli several years earlier while serving with the Twenty-Fifth U.S. Infantry Division and providing security for his plantation. He was stunned when Santilli revealed over lunch that his family was selling its plantation and moving to Italy. Santilli explained that his Rhade friends had warned him that North Vietnamese troops were massing on the Cambodian border west of Ban Me Thuot and had been observed logging near his plantation. On closer inspection, the Rhade had discovered that the Communists had sawed the trees only halfway through, making it easier for the lead tanks in an armored unit to push them over as they headed for Ban Me Thuot.

			
			Regulations prohibited members of JMT delegations from collecting human intelligence, so Bell shared Santilli’s warning with Andy Gembara, a burly Ukrainian American plainclothes military intelligence operative with a no-bullshit swagger acquired while growing up on New York’s Lower East Side. Gembara served under Colonel William LeGro, who headed the military intelligence unit at the DAO. After hearing Gembara’s report, LeGro warned the embassy and the Pentagon that Ban Me Thuot might be North Vietnam’s next target. When they ignored LeGro’s warning, Bill Bell invited officials of South Vietnam’s Central Intelligence Organization and a delegation of U.S. intelligence operatives to meet at his home. The Vietnamese officials said that they were shocked that the Santillis were leaving but insisted that Ban Me Thuot was an unlikely target. Their intelligence indicated a Communist offensive in the Mekong delta. Bell saw some of them next on April 29, while helping them board a helicopter leaving from the roof of the U.S. embassy.

			Soon after Phuoc Long fell, Colonel LeGro ordered his files microfilmed and a copy flown to Guam. In February, he asked Gembara to represent their office at a meeting at the embassy called to discuss an evacuation. Gembara was surprised that the only people attending it were a lone CIA agent and the three military attachés. None of them knew how many Americans lived in South Vietnam or how many Vietnamese worked for the various agencies of the U.S. mission in South Vietnam—people who Gembara believed had a “moral right” to evacuation. The only plan under discussion involved loading Vietnamese onto landing craft and taking them down the Saigon River. He reported this to LeGro, adding, “I think they’re smoking something.”

			
			“Let’s ignore the embassy and organize our own evacuation,” LeGro said, launching what would become the first American underground railroad.

			The army had taught Gembara Vietnamese, made him an officer, and assigned him to a Special Forces psychological operations unit that he considered “worse than useless” because it was alienating the same people he was fighting to protect. He was wounded in 1968, and at a time when most officers were running the other way, he volunteered to return as an intelligence officer because he had “fallen for these people.” The Paris Peace Accords limited the United States to fifty uniformed military personnel in South Vietnam, so he traded his uniform for civvies and a Department of Defense civilian identification card. After receiving the go-ahead from LeGro, he began compiling lists of potential evacuees among the Vietnamese working for the DAO, giving priority to anyone who might rank high on Communist execution lists. He added to his list former members of ARVN military intelligence, interpreters, and his counterparts in South Vietnam’s Military Security Service. U.S. military intelligence was based in the DAO compound inside the Tan Son Nhut airport, giving it easy access to the U.S. Air Force transport planes that were arriving daily with military supplies before returning empty to Clark Air Base in the Philippines. Thanks to Gembara and others, during the second half of March, the transports began landing at Clark with small groups of Vietnamese passengers.

			

			—

			The faded red banners flapping over Saigon’s boulevards proclaimed President Thieu’s threadbare political philosophy, his “Four No’s”—“No Coalition Government!” “No Negotiating with the Enemy!” “No Communist Activity in the South!” “No Square Inch of the National Territory Is to Be Abandoned to the Communists!” The first three contradicted the spirit and provisions of the Paris Peace Accords, and Thieu had now violated the fourth by failing to retake Phuoc Long. After he struggled to explain this during a rambling three-hour televised speech, it fell to Joe McBride, one of the more cynical of the embassy’s junior diplomats, to draft a cable to Washington summarizing it. (McBride: “As if anyone cared what Thieu said.”) After sending his cable, McBride walked past the embassy recreation center, where a raucous Hawaiian-themed party was under way. Americans wore leis, and the Vietnamese waitresses had wrapped themselves in sarongs. Tiki torch flames reflected in the swimming pool. “There’s something wrong here,” he thought. “South Vietnam has just lost its first province, Thieu has delivered a three-hour speech, and it’s Luau Night at the embassy. This can’t last.”

			
			He had reached a similar conclusion in October, when he and Sergeant Thong, his former interpreter, had traveled to the province in the delta where he had served with the U.S. Agency for International Development during 1971. Passengers on their bus were shocked to see an American traveling unarmed, and the bus stopped at roadblocks that had not existed in 1971. The headman at McBride’s former town was so uncomfortable having him and Thong stay overnight that they continued on to a “showcase hamlet” that McBride had formerly shown to visiting dignitaries. The village headman offered them his hut but refused to join them. The Communists were everywhere, he warned, waiting to take over. He handed McBride some flash grenades and said, “If they come for you, throw them and run.” In a report describing his trip, McBride wrote that a district deemed 80 percent secure in 1971 had become “a hollow eggshell waiting to be cracked.” His report moved through the ranks of the embassy’s political officers, and he assumed that Ambassador Martin read it. (“He read everything to learn what we were saying rather than what the Vietnamese were saying.”) Before McBride had left Washington for Saigon, the State Department’s South Vietnam desk officer had warned him that Ambassador Martin regarded pessimistic reporting as disloyal and defeatist and routinely censored it. But the good news, he said, was that Washington knew Martin was peddling a fantasy—of a thriving South Vietnam deserving American assistance—so McBride should avoid sticking out his neck to challenge him. As the desk officer had predicted, McBride’s report never made it past Martin’s desk. He had stuck out his neck for nothing.

			
			While McBride was revisiting his former province and warning of the deteriorating security situation, and while North Vietnam was preparing its Phuoc Long blitzkrieg, diplomat Ken Moorefield, a West Point graduate and Vietnam War veteran, was serving as military reports officer at the U.S. consulate in Nha Trang, a pleasant seaside town 250 miles northeast of Saigon. His job involved gathering reports from South Vietnamese sources and U.S. provincial representatives stationed throughout the Central Highlands and the coastal strip constituting Military Region II, and condensing them into a summary for the embassy. In the fall of 1974, he had warned that the Communists’ network of all-weather roads along the border with Laos and Cambodia meant that North Vietnam could quickly concentrate its forces, threatening ARVN bases at Kontum, Pleiku, and Ban Me Thuot, a strategic crossroads in the Central Highlands whose capture could provide a launching pad for a drive to the coast that would cut South Vietnam in two. He also reported that a North Vietnamese POW had identified Ban Me Thuot as a likely target. He returned to Saigon in December convinced that the North was preparing a major offensive in the Central Highlands, commencing with an attack on Ban Me Thuot.

			Several months after Moorefield sounded the alarm, and a month after Phuoc Long fell, CIA chief of station Thomas Polgar visited the CIA base at Bien Hoa, a small city fifteen miles northeast of Saigon. Polgar had been an undercover agent in Nazi-occupied Europe and a legendary spymaster at the CIA’s famed Berlin Station in the 1950s. Instead of the suave, swashbuckling James Bond that his résumé promised, he was a rotund middle-aged Hungarian émigré with thick black-rimmed glasses who spoke in a Central European accent thicker than Henry Kissinger’s. He had recently sent Ambassador Martin a memorandum predicting that “the Vietnamese Communists are not going to risk that which they have in an ‘all or nothing’ gamble of another general offensive.” His briefing to the agents gathered in the recreation room at the CIA’s Bien Hoa base hewed to that line. “I want you to know that everything is going OK,” he told them. “We don’t see any major problems in 1975. Our reading is that the situation is under control.” The agents stared at him in disbelief. All winter they had been warning Saigon and Washington that a Communist offensive was imminent. They had reported that North Vietnamese soldiers were removing camouflage from tanks in a nearby rubber plantation, Russian SAM anti-aircraft missiles were coming down the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and their three most trustworthy double agents—Goldmother, Grandpa, and Duc Hue Tiger—were saying that three additional North Vietnamese Army divisions had arrived in the region. According to one agent, they found Polgar’s pep talk “incredibly demoralizing.”

			
			In February, Polgar sent his chief analyst “Terry Balls” (an alias) to Can Tho to brief the thirty CIA agents stationed in the Mekong delta. After hanging maps and charts in a conference room at the consulate, Balls told the agents that despite losing Phuoc Long, South Vietnam had a bright future and would hold elections in October. An agent interrupted and said, “If you attend elections in October you’re going to be the only American here, because we’re on the way out.” Another added, “That may be what’s going on in the rest of the country, but it sure as hell isn’t what’s going on down here.”

			Balls assured them that there would be work in the delta for “generations of case officers” and that there were factors at work not apparent to field agents that involved tacit understandings between North and South Vietnam. When he described a recent Communist attack as insignificant, an agent retorted that he had just flown over the battlefield and seen plenty of corpses. Others protested that they had been reporting Communist infiltration for over a year but Saigon had buried their accounts. When he insisted that there was “no question” that South Vietnam would survive, the deputy base commander shouted, “That’s bullshit!”

			Balls shrugged and said, “Guys, I’m just quoting the party line.”

			CIA agent James Parker was the only American official stationed in a province where the Communists controlled most of the countryside. He thought that Balls’s claim that North and South Vietnam could coexist was a fantasy and that no reasonable person could believe that North Vietnam would stop short of a complete victory. When he ran into Balls at the bar of the CIA club afterward, he told him that there was no way that the North would negotiate. Balls gave him a strange look and turned away.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 2

			Walter Martindale’s Convoy
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			Consular officer Walter Martindale was the only U.S. government official remaining in Quang Duc, a remote province in the Central Highlands bordering Cambodia to the west and Phuoc Long to the south. He became concerned for the future of what he had taken to calling “my country” during the winter of 1975 as the skirmishing in Quang Duc became more frequent and ferocious. After hearing that the government’s intelligence services had lost an entire North Vietnamese division, he flew over a river near Gia Nghia, the provincial capital, and saw North Vietnamese Army engineers moving large rocks into the water to create a bridge for armored vehicles and heavy equipment. Fearing an all-out attack, he urged the province’s civilian and military leaders to respond forcefully to Communist incursions, telling them, “If we don’t show we can fight, we’ll lose our whole country overnight.” After his Montagnard agents reported a well-equipped NVA division moving into the Central Highlands, he evacuated schoolchildren, pregnant women, hospital patients, and selected members of his Vietnamese staff south to Bao Loc, a town just over the border in Lam Dong province. He described the ominous developments in Quang Duc in reports that he sent by courier to the embassy, where they were ignored.

			The fighting in Quang Duc province concerned U.S. consul general Moncrieff Spear, and on March 9 he ordered Martindale to report to the consulate in Nha Trang. Martindale refused, saying that as the last American official in Gia Nghia he was being closely watched and his departure would trigger a panic. The next day the North Vietnamese Army attacked Ban Me Thuot, the strategic provincial capital a hundred miles north of Gia Nghia that Ken Moorefield and Bill Bell had identified as a likely target.

			
			Tom Glenn, who headed the National Security Agency (NSA) detachment in South Vietnam, had also predicted an attack on Ban Me Thuot. He was only thirty-six but looked younger. He supervised forty-three American cryptologists and provided advice and assistance to General “Tran” (a pseudonym), his South Vietnamese counterpart who commanded South Vietnam’s twenty-seven-hundred-man cryptology unit, the Directorate General for Technical Security (DGTS). A hard-knocks childhood that had included his attorney father being jailed for embezzlement and leaving the family destitute, a paper route in a dodgy Oakland neighborhood, and paying his way through Berkeley by pumping gas had toughened and matured Glenn. After he graduated first in his class in Vietnamese at army language school, the army had seconded him to the NSA, and he had spent most of the next thirteen years in South Vietnam, becoming so fluent that Vietnamese speaking to him on the telephone assumed he was a native. His civil service ranking made him the equivalent of an army general, placing him on equal footing with CIA station chief Polgar. But despite his seniority, skills, and experience, the embassy and the South Vietnamese Army undervalued or dismissed his warnings. At the beginning of March his signals intelligence (SIGINT) indicated a Communist strike on Ban Me Thuot.

			On March 9 he and General Tran made an inspection tour of DGTS cryptology units in the north of the country. While stopping at Pleiku in the Central Highlands, they warned the commander of Military Region II, Major General Pham Van Phu, that their SIGINT indicated an impending Communist attack on Ban Me Thuot. Only a million of South Vietnam’s twenty million inhabitants lived in the Central Highlands. Half were Montagnards, and their loyalty to the Thieu government was tenuous. The region’s steep valleys, dense forests, and thick fogs favored attackers over defenders, and Thieu’s insistence that his armed forces defend every province had spread them thin. Phu needed to anticipate a Communist attack and send reinforcements to a probable target, a strategy requiring accurate intelligence on enemy troop movements. He nevertheless dismissed Glenn’s SIGINT as the result of clever Communist diversionary tactics and argued that Pleiku was a more important prize than Ban Me Thuot because it was his headquarters and he was there.

			
			Glenn and Tran continued to Ban Me Thuot, where they landed on a ridge overlooking the town. North Vietnamese Army units had already started attacking ARVN outposts on its periphery. As Tran was inspecting his troops, Glenn watched Communist shells hit an ARVN position in the valley. The next day, twenty-four hours after General Phu had dismissed Glenn’s warning, and only days after Bill Bell had alerted South Vietnamese and American intelligence operatives to the half-sawed-through trees near the Santilli plantation, North Vietnamese tanks knocked those trees over while spearheading a blitzkrieg that hurled twenty-five thousand troops against Ban Me Thuot’s twelve hundred defenders.

			For South Vietnam, the battle was the full catastrophe. Its pilots dropped bombs from ten thousand feet to avoid anti-aircraft batteries and hit the ARVN command post. Some Montagnard troops switched sides, and some ARVN soldiers deserted after their officers fled the battlefield in helicopters. General Phu airlifted in reinforcements who discarded their uniforms and scattered to find their families. Within two days most of Ban Me Thuot’s defenders had been killed, wounded, or taken prisoner or had deserted. The Communists also captured U.S. provincial representative Paul Struharik and the twenty Americans and third-country nationals who had taken refuge in his compound.

			For days the U.S. embassy and Washington remained unaware of what had happened at Ban Me Thuot and what it meant. As South Vietnamese resistance was collapsing, Kissinger sent President Ford a memorandum from British counterinsurgency expert Sir Robert Thompson without comment, an indication that he subscribed to its conclusions or at least considered them worthy of the president’s eye. On the strength of having devised the strategy that had enabled Britain to defeat Communist guerrillas in Malaya during the 1950s, Thompson had become Washington’s favorite counterinsurgency expert. Nixon had named him a special adviser on Vietnam, and Kissinger had praised him as “one of the leading experts on Southeast Asia.”

			
			Thompson had just returned from a twelve-day tour through Vietnam and Cambodia. He wrote in his memorandum that “Hanoi’s intention is probably more directed at the collapse of South Vietnam, not its conquest….There will be no major offensive on the 1972 scale during 1975.” (In his memoir, Our Great Spring Victory, North Vietnamese general Van Tien Dung stated that in October 1974 the Politburo had decided to launch a major offensive during the 1975 dry season aimed at total victory.) Thompson declared, “There is no alternative to Thieu and no sign that his political position is crumbling.” (Thieu would resign six weeks later.) Thompson insisted that “the ARVN soldier is superior to and is still fighting better than the enemy” and that “South Vietnam has played its part in a manner unsurpassed in history” and was “ready to continue fighting” even in the absence of further support from the United States. (Before the end of the month, South Vietnam’s forces would have surrendered all of their nation’s northern provinces without mounting a significant defensive battle.)

			U.S. secretary of defense James Schlesinger was as clueless as Thompson. During a cabinet meeting on March 12, he reported that ARVN troops in the Central Highlands were “holding fairly well” and called the military situation “basically a stalemate.” It was almost midnight in Saigon when he said this, and the battle for Ban Me Thuot was finished, as was South Vietnam. At least that was the conclusion of Parker Borg and Al Adams, experienced Vietnam
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