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			Introduction

			Like a Cat-5 hurricane gathering offshore, a two-front war—our unsustainable debt and China’s rising ambition—is building toward landfall in the next decade. Its roots lie in the three wars we fought and lost. In Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan, American troops won every battle; Washington lost every war. This book contrasts the grit on those battlefields with the lack of resolve inside the White House. Three defeats changed nothing.

			Why didn’t we win? Every war—short or long—is decided by two forces: military capability and political will. In all three conflicts, our forces had the capability. It was political will that failed. Our presidents and legislators convinced themselves that America, like Jupiter, was too powerful to lose. Even after losing, that conceit endured. Trillions were showered into entitlements even as debt ballooned. The military budget was slashed even as China surged. By examining how we failed in past wars, we can grasp the peril we now face—and prepare for the storm ahead.

			“History, though based on facts, is not factual at all,” Michael Oakeshott wrote. “It is a series of accepted judgments.” What follows is eyewitness testimony, not an accepted secondhand judgment. I served in senior positions, but more importantly, I’m perhaps the only historian to have fought in all three wars. I was in combat alongside the grunts year after year, decade after decade. The Dedication page lists the fallen with whom I patrolled in the heat, the mud, and the dark. This book is part of their record.

			Each chapter begins at the front. “The historian’s task,” Geoffrey Elton wrote, “is to establish what actually happened.” After describing what actually happened, I turn to the policy decisions in Washington. At its core, this book contrasts how our warriors fought with how our leaders directed them.

			Many volumes have dissected these wars in numbing detail. This book is short and to the point. Following Isaiah Berlin’s counsel, I identify the single driving idea behind each pivotal decision. Each analysis is brief, disciplined, and focused on the decisive point.

			The final chapters look ahead. By 2026, the balance of conventional military power was shifting toward China. We were falling behind in missile and drone firepower. Meanwhile, Congress had borrowed $38 trillion to expand entitlements for 200 million Americans. Politicians bought votes with debt, pushing the nation toward a fiscal cliff by 2033. Our debt and China’s implacability are inseparable. For the first time in our history, we face the prospect of an economic crisis on the eve of a military challenge—before the first shot is fired. A financial, geopolitical, and constitutional collision is coming. A reckoning cannot be avoided.

			Only by confronting both threats—debt and China—can we recover national purpose.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Battle in Vietnam: Winning Hearts and Minds

			The Vietnam War sneaked up on America. In 1955, communist forces drove colonialist France out of North Vietnam and infiltrated guerrillas into South Vietnam, a fledgling republic. Over the next decade, the guerrillas steadily gained control over rural areas. The American foreign policy establishment feared that if the South fell, other Southeast Asian nations would topple like a row of dominoes. Beginning in 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson gradually and grudgingly deployed US combat units into South Vietnam.

			In the spring of 1966, I arrived in Vietnam as a Marine grunt. The United States Marine Corps has been described as “the world’s most lethal military force.” If you are willing to fight, the Marines will pitch you into the maelstrom. I was sent to join an infantry platoon three hundred miles north of Saigon. As a twenty-six-year-old infantry captain, my job was to write a training manual about how our small units were fighting on the ground.

			A month earlier, the platoon I joined had numbered fifty-two; it was down to thirty-one when I checked in. The grunts were to search for and engage the elusive VC (Vietnamese Communist) guerrillas in the rural countryside. When we stepped off on a torrid June morning, the temperature was close to one hundred degrees. Within minutes, every Marine was soaked in sweat. The scorching sun turned our three-pound steel helmets into ovens baking our heads. We plodded on, taking only measured swigs of the tepid water from our canteens, knowing the patrol had hours to go. Coherent thought became a mirage.

			The flat paddies stretched in checkerboard fashion to the horizon, interspersed with thick tree lines. A grunt couldn’t see beyond the next hedgerow. Navigation was by compass and guesses. The people lived in small bamboo huts with thatched roofs and dirt floors, with no electricity, running water, or sanitation. Most of the hooches were surrounded by thorn hedges to keep in the chickens, pigs, and cows. Every day, the platoon encountered snipers and mines planted on the trails, in the fields, and along the paddy dikes.

			We walked in single file inside the treads of two ponderous amphibious vehicles called amtracs (boxlike troop-carrying vehicles). We were trying to avoid triggering Bouncing Betty mines. These looked like green soda cans, packed with explosives and with a spring on the bottom. Once buried, only a tiny three-prong trigger stuck up. When stepped on, the mine popped into the air, shredding legs, stomachs, and testicles.

			The grunts hated the area. Our mission was to trudge along until we were shot at, then shoot back. The theory was that by patrolling, the grunts would grind down the guerrillas and protect the people. But the platoon had no translator and could not talk with the farmers. The guerrillas didn’t wear uniforms, and the platoon had no way of identifying them or those providing them with shelter and food. These VC weren’t part-time soldiers who toiled in the paddies by day. They were wily, full-time soldiers who fell back when they saw a heavily armed patrol. Only by sheer physical presence, by getting out and trudging along until the rounds zipped by, did the Marines have a hope of killing some of the guerrillas. There was no intel about which hamlets had ties with the VC and which hated and feared them.

			When a platoon left the wire to patrol, it entered an alien world. Death lurked in the dirt, in the hooches, in the paddies, in the bush. Every step was a gamble. Sometimes you can’t avoid death; you’re either unlucky or outgunned. But sometimes your own fatigue blows up in your face. After several baking hours with no contact, we were passing a hamlet when—wham! Two quick, dull explosions, followed by a cloud of black smoke.

			Three Marines were writhing in the dirt, clutching their legs. The corpsman rushed up to tie rubber tourniquets to stanch the squirting blood. Staff Sergeant William Cunningham grabbed a handset and called for a medevac helo. In frustration, he yelled at the wounded, “I told you to stay in the tracks! I told you! I told you!”

			From the hamlet, rounds were snapping over our heads. We hunkered down behind a dry paddy dike as hard as concrete. Bullets were pinging off the sides of the two amtracs. One VC light machine gun and a half dozen rifles were shooting from the hamlet and from a trench line leading to a distant knoll. The medevac helo circling above us couldn’t land until the platoon snuffed out the incoming fire.

			A squad leader, Corporal Jerry Payne, yelled, “We’re going in!” The trench line and the hamlet were three hundred meters away, a long distance under the blazing sun. Scarcely had we started forward when Payne grabbed me. “Wait! We stay in the tracks!” He waved to the two amtracs to lead the way. They chugged forward, and we followed them at a shambling trot toward the hamlet.

			Before we got there, the enemy fire ceased. The Marines split up, checking one hooch after another. 

			“Kill them all!” a husky grunt yelled. I grabbed his pack and swung him around. 

			“Bullshit!” I shouted. He collected himself and we swept through fruitlessly. The women and children had fled, while the guerrillas escaped down a trench line. Assuming the trench was booby-trapped, we didn’t follow.

			The action had lasted less than fifteen minutes. The women cowered in a group with their children. One hooch was burning, and the crackling was the only loud sound. Sopping with sweat, the grunts flopped down. Private First Class Billy Adams had seen one guerrilla fall, but that body was dragged away. Two other bodies lay on the dusty trail, one carbine recovered. There were a few desultory, defiant shots from about a half dozen guerrillas, probably low on ammo, who had fallen back into some distant scrub growth.

			We slumped down, out of water and energy. Three Marines were outbound, headed for surgery to keep their legs, God willing. The women were crying, hugging their young ones. The PFC who had screamed for blood as we raced among the hooches came up to me. In the high humidity and baking sun, his cammies were drenched.

			“Sorry, sir, for losing it back there.”

			“No harm done,” I said. “Don’t repeat it.”

			Although we didn’t know each other, what counted was that we were both grunts.

			Serving in Marine infantry was a tradition in my family, beginning with my great-uncle in World War I. I was born in 1940, and my two uncles were platoon commanders in the Battle of Guadalcanal in 1942 and the Battle of Okinawa in 1945. They both made it home and shaped my youth. They filled me with Marine lore—the comradeship and the laughter, as well as tough tales of hard fighting.

			My dad was a second-generation Irish Catholic, raised in a three-story tenement in South Boston. By dint of prodigious study, he graduated from Harvard Medical School, became a prominent doctor, and made sure his six children applied themselves. He checked our homework every night. His oft-repeated motto was “Mens sana in corpore sano.”

			After graduating from college at Georgetown, I was accepted at Columbia Law School. Instead, I volunteered for the Marine Corps. My parents were more proud than surprised. They had long suspected the legacy of my uncles would kick in.

			In 1963, I had drawn the weekend duty as a young lieutenant in my regiment of about three thousand Marines. That meant sleeping on a cot in the office to respond to any emergency telephone call in the middle of the night. On a whim, I visited the mess hall at four in the morning. Standing there in pressed khakis with rows of battle ribbons was our regimental commander, Colonel Brooke Nihart. He was talking with the cooks about improving the quality of the food. He knew by name all three hundred officers and senior sergeants in his command.

			At every level, Marine leadership stressed the three Cs: Competence in your job, Care for those under your command, and Conviction in a set of standards. Nihart exhibited all three characteristics. Under his senior leadership, I commanded an infantry platoon (forty-four men) and a mortar platoon (ninety men), leaving active duty in 1965 to attend Princeton graduate school. I had always felt compelled to write, and Princeton seemed to open the right pathways.

			When my regiment deployed to Vietnam, I contacted Nihart, proposing to join platoons to write a training manual for new lieutenants and sergeants. Based on his recommendation, the commandant of the Marine Corps sent me to Vietnam. So, there I was in 1966, with an exhausted platoon under a scorching sun outside a battered hamlet abandoned by the guerrillas.

			With dusk settling in, we decided not to risk tripping a mine by walking back to base. We set up in a circle with clear fields of fire. The old men, women, and children abandoned their hooches and camped next to us. We didn’t need an interpreter to understand their pleas and gestures. Their fear was palpable. For the Viet Cong, there were no non-combatants or civilians. The guerrillas would return and set more mines outside their hamlet. The villagers dreaded the reaction of the next American platoon after the mines struck down more Marines. They weren’t staying.

			With no place to go, they attached themselves to us, the innocent supplicating the strong. Cunningham radioed the company commander, who agreed that in the morning we’d escort them to a refugee camp where there were tents, food, water, and security. It wasn’t a good deal; they had lost their homes and rice paddies. But it beat the alternative.

			They huddled within sight of our sentries, who muttered about breaches in security. No one, though, shooed them away. One squad leader was holding the riddled black tin can of the Bouncing Betty that had cut down three of his Marines. It was a night of hurt for both sides. When a baby started to cry, the sergeant cursed, stood up, and hurled the can at the infant. Cunningham took him aside and settled him down. When the resupply helicopter came in at first light, Cunningham put the sergeant on board. He was done on the lines. He couldn’t be trusted to control his emotions.

			***

			Here’s a strange one. The next morning, on a main path back to base, we picked up a few fliers printed in English. The gist was that Senator J. William Fulbright, one of the few who voted against Johnson, was correct in demanding that America get out. Listen to him, the fliers urged.

			By the standards of 2025, I was an incompetent grunt. Why? Because it never occurred to me to bring back a flier for the intel types. Maybe they could have driven into Da Nang, worked their local sources, and arrested the printer. There couldn’t have been more than one or two shops with English type. A clever detective could trace from the shop back to the North Viet contact who knew enough from reading our newspapers to sow what is now called disinformation, a.k.a., propaganda. Okay, anyone who watched CSI-type TV shows would know to trace the crumbs back to their source. Back then, my tired, feeble brain connected no dots. We threw the fliers away and reported nothing about them.

			***

			I also had to learn to control myself. The next afternoon, we were harassed by a few snipers. No one was hit, but the bullets spitting by like angry bees were annoying. At twilight, we saw the sharp red winks of muzzle flashes coming from a large hooch on the far side of a dry rice paddy. We’d get scant sleep if we let that sniper keep taking shots. After taking a compass reading, I decided to go after him. Three volunteers joined me.

			In full dark, we quietly approached the hooch, which had a heavy wooden door. We yelled for the occupants to come out and were met with silence. Assuming the sniper was hiding inside, I took out a grenade. The Marine behind me warned the others, “He’s going to blow it!” I pulled the pin, held on to the spoon, kicked the door open, pitched in the baseball-size grenade, and ducked back.

			There was a sharp crump, and a second later, we burst through the door. Immediately, our eyes and lungs filled with dirt, not smoke or dust, but genuine choking dirt. We couldn’t see or breathe. The acrid taste of gunpower filled our mouths. We stumbled outside and waited. When there was no return fire or cries of wounded, we returned to our lines. I lay all night in my foxhole, shivering. Common sense had kicked in, and I was scared that I had killed civilians, maybe some children. At dawn, the gunny sergeant took me aside.

			“Don’t go back there, sir,” he said. “Let it go. Let’s push on.”

			I couldn’t let it go. I went back, with the reluctant gunny and platoon trailing behind. At the hooch, the door was smashed off its hinges. Inside, an old mama san was sweeping grenade shards from the dirt floor. Near the family altar crouched a few little ones, staring wide-eyed at the giants. She shook her head angrily at me and resumed sweeping. Behind her was an enormous, hard-packed dirt cone that looked like a giant African anthill, with steps hacked down into a bombproof cellar. That’s where the family had spent the night as the fighting swirled around their hamlet.

			My knees buckled in relief. I silently thanked God. The gunny let out a long, audible sigh. It was luck that my carelessness had not ended in tragedy. From then on, when it came to firefights, part of my brain assessed not only the angles of fire but the consequences of thoughtlessness. When you fire artillery or drop bombs, you’re not there to experience the results. You are at a safe emotional distance. That’s not true for grunts. You see and feel your mistakes.

			***

			The next day, a grunt in the middle of the platoon column tripped a mine and five Marines were evacuated. The incoming harassing fire was moderate, and we shot back furiously until, as usual, the Viet Cong disappeared. We never knew how many we hit. After ten days of such patrols, I submitted a detailed account, stressing the tactics used by both sides. I wrote only the facts and refrained from assessing whether the patrols were achieving any mission objectives.

			To my surprise, I was ordered to report to three-star Lieutenant General Lewis Walt, the commander of the one hundred thousand Marines in the northern sector of South Vietnam. I knew from briefings that Walt was fighting two wars. He had deployed half his force to combat the North Vietnamese soldiers advancing south through the jungles. In the lowland populated areas, the other half of the force was spread out in platoons like the one I had joined. In most districts, the VC had established shadow governments with civilian and military leaders. The mission of the Marine platoons was to push out the VC, allowing the villagers, in theory, to support the government. This was called “pacification.”

			Conversely, the top commander in Vietnam, General William Westmoreland, disapproved of using American forces for pacification. He was convinced that killing tens of thousands of NVA (North Vietnamese Army) soldiers would force the North to quit. But Westmoreland did not directly countermand the Marine commander.

			With a large frame, close-cropped hair, and piercing blue eyes, Walt questioned me intensely. He held up my report, with several sentences underlined. He was troubled by its tone and the casualties taken by the platoon. His aides had warned me that he began every morning by reading the names of those killed on the prior day. My report indicated that patrolling blind, with no translator or communications with the villagers, was getting nowhere. That upset him, but he didn’t reprimand me. Instead, he sent me to a different unit, with instructions to again report what I saw.

			***

			While I was with Cunningham’s platoon, my colleague, Captain Buck Darling, flew with his 130-man company to rescue a recon unit. The eighteen Marines had been pinned down all night atop a scraggly hill, under assault by hundreds of North Vietnamese. The enemy pulled back, covered by a rearguard shooting from trenches and holes dug deep into the slope. Exposed to accurate fire, the Marines crawled forward, pitching grenades into one hole after another. When a sniper killed Lance Corporal Terry Redic, his platoon commander, Lieutenant Ron Meyer, wriggled forward. Nicknamed “Stump” for his stocky frame, he lobbed a grenade into a hole and turned to look upslope. A North Vietnamese popped out of the hole, shot him in the back, and ducked back down. A corpsman trying to shield his dead lieutenant was shot in the chest. Lieutenant Phil Freed, a pilot attached to the company to provide air support, called in an F-8. As the aircraft strafed not twenty yards in front of them, Corporal Sam Roth ran forward, stood over the hole, and plunged a bayonet into the sniper’s back.
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			The Marines lost ten on Hill 881. Darling, Meyer, and I had served in the same battalion. Now Stump was gone, Buck’s company was pulled back to refit, and Walt had assigned me to another unit.

			***

			The platoon I joined next was commanded by Lieutenant Tony Monroe. His grunts liked him because he schemed to keep them alive. Tony’s platoon was responsible for patrolling five square miles containing ten hamlets and about eight thousand farmers. Cunning and patient, Tony avoided patrolling at obvious times and places. In late afternoons, his troops would glass the movement of the villagers heading from the paddies back to their hamlets. When only a faint twilight was still lingering, we’d follow the trail used by the last group of villagers in single file. This minimized the chances of stepping on a mine. At some point on the trail, we’d drop off into the bush or onto a bit of high ground, spread out, lie down, and doze under a rotating guard until first light.

			On most patrols, nothing happened. We’d watch mostly women bending over and over to plant thin reeds of rice, while kids lazed on the backs of massive water buffaloes tugging iron plows through the mud. Usually, no armed enemy appeared. When they did, the results were mediocre or nothing at all. Situation reports were recorded only when engagements lasted longer than a brief flurry of shots.

			On one occasion, we were lying all day on a parched hillside under a broiling sun. In a valley a half mile away, small groups of guerrillas carrying AK-47s and carbines were wandering about, some chatting with the women in the paddies, while others filled their canteens at a small spring. What impressed me was the close, casual contact between the guerrillas and the farmers. No wonder mines were daily set in everywhere we were apt to walk.

			Tony called artillery down on a band of four. One shell after another was adjusted to no avail. The guerrillas knew they were out of our rifle range and ignored the absurdly inaccurate artillery. I ran out of water and was cramping up with a wicked headache. Tony gave me his canteen, saving me from heat stroke.
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			Desperate for water, we formed a skirmish line and swarmed downhill to seize that spring. The surprised VC backed off into the bush, shooting sporadically. We plopped iodine tablets into our canteens now full of dirty water and headed back to our encampment. I placed two full canteens attached to my cartridge belt on my shoulders and turned to speak to Tony. There was a buzzing sound like a bee as a small caliber bullet passed through the small open space between us. We joked that the sniper had been thrown off his sight picture by seeing four heads on two bodies.

			Our camp consisted of fox holes and depressions scooped out of the dirt under the shade of palm trees, with a trench latrine. I visited the latrine and lazily ambled back across an open area. Wham! someone hit me across the back with a baseball bat, knocking me on my face. A bullet had glanced off the back of my helmet, smacking me to earth. I lay dazed for a second, then scrambled up and sprinted to the trees, where several wide-eyed Marines were clustered. 

			The gunny sergeant grabbed me. “Holy shit, sir! We thought you were dead.”

			***

			The high command next sent me to a company (140 troops) occupying a hamlet called Thanh My Trung. When the Marines had arrived a month ago, they found English-language leaflets on the trails, urging them to protest the war. The children would not return waves, the villagers hid in their hooches, and the school was closed. In the week I spent there, not one shot was fired and no mines were found. Day and night, the company was throwing out patrols that encountered only leeches. When I stripped down after one six-hour patrol, I burned off a dozen of the bloodsuckers. The village chief had moved back into his own hooch. Several times during the week, he invited elders from adjoining hamlets to join him in meeting with Captain Jim Cooper, who handed out cigars and peaches from our C-rations. The children obeyed Gunny Sergeant Jack Montera’s rule to line up by age—youngest first—for a daily candy treat after school.
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			Inside the hamlet, the Marines strolled casually about. They seemed accepted. But it couldn’t last. The Thanh My Trung hamlet numbered six thousand villagers. The Marines would need 300,000 troops to station a company in each hamlet. The math, called troop-to-task ratio, did not add up. When Cooper’s company was pulled out, the hamlet chief moved to a hillside fort held by a local-government force. The Viet Cong moved back into Thanh My Trung without firing a shot.

			***

			Not having enough Marines, Walt tested an economical approach—deploying a handful of grunts into each village. He sent me to an isolated village called Binh Nghia (“Just Cause”), with a population of five thousand farmers. Two weeks before I arrived, a squad of fifteen Marines had moved in. The district chief, in charge of fifty such villages, had assured the Marine command that most farmers didn’t like the VC, but were terrified of them. A militia unit called Popular Forces (PFs), led by Suong, was supposed to guard the village. The PFs were untrained farmers paid nineteen dollars a month. They huddled inside their small fort whenever the Viet Cong entered the village.

			The village was divided into six hamlets, each holding a few hundred hooches made of laced bamboo slats, with bamboo windows and roofs of thick thatch. The floors were packed earth, with wooden beds separated by a thin screen from the main room, with an ancestral altar and a cooking fire. Hundreds of banana and palm trees with broad leaves sheltered the hamlets from the harsh sun.

			When I arrived, the Marines were living in a white, one-room schoolhouse called Fort Page, named for a Marine killed on the path leading to the fort. The Marines, PFs, and village officials slept on cots in a canvas tent, with water from a deep well. A single coil of barbed wire and a shallow ditch ringed the fort’s small perimeter, supplemented by rows of short, sharpened stakes called punjis, and a rickety bamboo fence supposed to deflect rocket grenades. The scrawny fort looked like it was built from tinker toys.
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			On the other side of the river, less than a half mile away, lay the Phu Long hamlets, home of the aggressive P-31st Viet Cong company that had bragged they would massacre the Americans. Crossing at night in concave basket-like boats, they collected taxes, held indoctrination meetings, met with relatives and girlfriends, and left before dawn.

			Sergeant Joe Sullivan welcomed me as an added rifleman. At twilight, I joined three Marines and three PFs in the fort’s courtyard. The PFs, dressed shabbily and toting World War II rifles, jabbered nervously. If one were killed, his family was left with nothing. Each Marine carried two hundred rounds for his heavy M-14 rifle and four to six grenades. To avoid making noise, no one wore a helmet or an armored vest. Lacking a radio, we set out with only a few red flares to shoot off if we were pinned down. In single file, we silently moved up the dirt trail, with dark hooches on both sides.

			A clattering began, the thwacking of sticks against the hollow core of heavy bamboo staves. It was like listening to children playing with drums, without style, syncopation, or melody, just cacophony. When we turned toward the sound, that signaler ceased, and farther on, another picked up, trying to frighten us with noise. Warriors have done that for ten thousand years, shaking spears, hurling oaths, pounding on shields.

			We pushed on until we reached a tangle of brush blocking the trail, a signal that the VC were inside the hamlet. Heeding the warning, the PFs balked. Corporal Phil Brannon was having none of it. He grabbed a PF and pulled him forward. We pushed ahead and soon were in a blind firefight. Neither side could see the other. Our tracers were red and theirs were green. We’d fire a burst of bullets in a red stream and roll away before a stream of green came back. Unable to close in on us, the enemy slipped away after about twenty minutes. None of us was foolish enough to venture forward into the kill zone to check for bodies.

			The next morning, the farmers were out again plucking rice or fishing. The children were in school, and the Marines were greeted warmly, as though nothing had happened the night before. I ate duck eggs and peanuts, drank coconut juice, and wandered around like a curious tourist. Everywhere, I encountered smiles.

			This continued night after night. When dusk came, so did the guerrillas. At twilight, six or eight PFs and Marines would leave the fort. Watchers for the guerrillas would beat out on bamboo poles. Villagers in their hooches would blow out their candles. In the dark, we walked slowly and silently. Our advantage was that we could pitch grenades forty yards, much farther than the Viets. If we received too much fire, we’d crawl away. The VC did the same.

			The firefights were testing encounters. In a brief night fight, four or five of us would each send a hundred heavy 7.62-mm rounds down
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