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Shortly before 8 am on 16 March 1968, C Company, 1st Battalion, 20th Regiment, 11th Brigade, Americal Division, on a search-and-destroy mission in Quang Ngai Province, South Vietnam, entered the hamlet of My Lai. By noon more than 400 women, children and old men had been systematically murdered.
 

To this day, the My Lai massacre has remained the most shocking episode of the Vietnam War. Yet this infamous incident was not an exception or aberration. Based on extensive research and unprecedented access to US Army archives, and tracing the responsibility for these atrocities all the way up to the White House and the Pentagon, War Without Fronts reveals the true extent of war crimes committed by American troops in Vietnam and how a war to win hearts and minds soon became a war against civilians.
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Introduction

If we learn to accept this, there is nothing we will not accept.

Jonathan Schell1

CBS VIEWERS HAD probably been waiting for news of Apollo 12 and the return of American heroes from the second moon landing. And then it came: Walter Cronkite, the doyen of television journalists and according to various opinion polls the ‘most trustworthy man in America’, announced on 20 November 1969 that the evening news was possibly ‘not fit for a juvenile audience’. What followed was a slow camera movement over a series of colour photographs taken by an Army photographer in My Lai (4), showing a group of peasants shot dead on a field track: old people, women, children and babies, victims of C Company Task Force Barker, which on the morning of 16 March 1968 had attacked several villages in the Son My district and within a few hours had massacred 500 civilians.2

Four days later CBS broadcast on the Walter Cronkite Show an interview which Mike Wallace had conducted with one of the perpetrators, Paul Meadlo:

MEADLO: ‘I fired them on automatic, so you can’t – you just spray the area on them and so you can’t know how many you killed, ’cause they were going fast. I might have killed ten or fifteen of them.’

WALLACE: ‘Men, women, and children?’

M: ‘Men, women, and children.’

W: ‘And babies?’

M: ‘And babies . . . And so we started shooting them, and somebody told us to switch to single shot so that we could save our ammo. So we switched to single shot, and fired a few more rounds.’ . . .

W: ‘Why did you do it?’

M: ‘Why did I do it? Because I felt like I was ordered to do it, and it seemed like that, at the time I felt like I was doing the right thing, because like I said I lost buddies . . . So after I done it, I felt good, but later on that day it was gettin’ to me.’

W: ‘You’re married?’

M: Right.’

W: ‘Children.’

M: ‘Two.’

W: ‘How old?’

M: ‘The boy is two and a half, and the little girl is a year and a half.’

W: ‘Obviously, the question comes to mind – the father of two little kids like that – how can he shoot babies?’

M: ‘I didn’t have the little girl. I just had the little boy at the time.’

W: ‘Uh-huh. How do you shoot babies?’

M: ‘I don’t know. It’s just one of them things.’

W: ‘How many people would you imagine were killed that day?’

M: ‘I’d say about 370.’ . . .

W: ‘You yourself were responsible for how many of them?’ . . .

M: ‘I couldn’t say – Just too many.’ . . .

W: ‘And nothing went through your mind or heart –’

M: ‘Many a times – many a times –’

W: ‘While you were doing it?’

M: ‘Not while I was doing it. It just seemed like it was the natural thing to do at the time. I don’t know. It just – I was getting relieved from what I’d seen earlier over there.’

W: ‘What do you mean?’

M: ‘Well, I was getting – like the – my buddies getting killed or wounded or – we weren’t getting no satisfaction from it, so what it really was, it was just mostly revenge.’3

Up to this point the American media had ignored the lives and deaths of Vietnamese civilians. Apart from a few exceptions that could be counted on the fingers of both hands,4 the civilians who had been killed by bombs or massacred by ground troops played no part in press, radio or television coverage – they were simply invisible. ‘We missed the big one. We surely did,’ Neil Sheehan from the New York Times observed self-critically, looking back at his year-long coverage.5 Whether it was the tradition of war journalism, which made heroes of the American soldiers, that decided the issue or whether there was a feeling of obligation to follow the line, promoted in February 1962 by the Departments of State and Defense, that reports of casualties amongst the Vietnamese civilian population ‘are clearly inimical to the national interest’6 is an open question.7

‘The policy is what they [the officers] say it is,’ maintained the Washington Post in mid August 1965 in an article entitled ‘Civilized Warfare’, which dealt with the operations of the Marine Corps and led to a comparison with the practices of the German armed forces in the Second World War. ‘Americans have no stomach for [it] . . . Thank goodness the Marines are not engaged in that kind of barbarism . . . The American military is well aware of the importance of protecting and safeguarding civilians whenever possible.’8 The reason for this tribute to the ‘humane, compassionate and gallant American Fighting Man’ was a Morley Safer film broadcast by CBS on 5 August 1965, which had shown the Marines burning down a village. The dissident Safer was treated the same way as other journalists who deviated from the firmly held policies of the mainstream. When, for example, shortly before Christmas 1966 Harrison E. Salisbury reported in the New York Times on the havoc wreaked by US bombers in North Vietnam, the relevant head of department accused him of irresponsible bias towards Hanoi and countered with several articles justifying Washington’s policies.9 Even in the wake of the Tet Offensive of January 1968, when the fighting entered its bloodiest phase and acts of terror against civilians increased rapidly, the human cost of the war was mentioned only in passing in the press, and on television virtually not at all.10

Instead, most of the media maintained the position they had championed from the start: that in Vietnam an outpost of the Free World would and must be defended – as could be seen from an analysis of thirty-nine daily newspapers carried out in February 1968, of which not a single one argued for a withdrawal from Vietnam.11 Their criticism, which grew ever louder after Tet, was therefore directed not so much at the aims of the war, but rather at their implementation by the Johnson administration, which was perceived as inadequate. In other words, it was about disappointed expectations of victory, false promises of a speedy end to the fighting and the impression that personal sacrifices had been made in vain.12 Because the suffering of others was of no interest, the transcripts of the ‘Russell Tribunal’, which took place in Stockholm in 1967 and provided proof of a military strategy that regularly contravened international laws of warfare, were generally ignored; as was the memorandum ‘In the Name of America’, which was presented shortly afterwards: a 420-page documentation of atrocities and war crimes in Vietnam, published by the organisation ‘Clergymen and Laymen Concerned’ and drawn up by twenty-nine Protestant, Catholic and Jewish clerics. ‘The energies of liberals and conservatives alike were devoted to discrediting its evidence,’ said the lawyer Richard Falk of this press boycott.13 As Clarence R. Wyatt asserted at the time, Vietnam was ‘in journalistic terms the most covered but least understood war in American history’.14

No attention was given even to the My Lai (4) massacre for a year and a half. In principle the accredited journalists in South Vietnam might easily have done so. Soldiers from various units circulated the story for months; Radio Hanoi repeatedly broadcast corroboratory reports; some reporters admitted later to having known about it.15 However, the majority of war reporters had, according to Peter Braestrup of the Washington Post, ‘subscribed to herd journalism’. They corroborated each other in the expectation that in the wake of Tet the war would be decided in the towns and lost sight of the rest of the country in their short-sighted rivalry for the most impressive ‘Saigon Stories’. ‘Competition between NBC and CBS seemed at times a contest over who could shout the same words more loudly . . . It was “news”, but not information.’16 Those few reporters who did not chase after feel-good stories nor were after rapid success to further their careers, but instead accompanied fighting troops on sorties, nonetheless did not remain critically detached from the objects of their coverage – partly because they marvelled at the courage and endurance of the soldiers, partly because they needed them for protection and partly because they feared for their own accreditation in the case of critical coverage.17 But those who fell into the trap of closing ranks subjected themselves inevitably to self-censorship, according to Neil Sheehan,18 regardless of any interest which their editors at home had in political patronage and how they made use of it.

It took an outsider, the thirty-one-year-old Seymour M. Hersh, to force the journalistic fraternity into action. After an apprenticeship at City News Bureau and a regional paper in his hometown of Chicago, in 1965 he became Pentagon correspondent for Associated Press and made a name for himself with articles on biological and chemical warfare. In 1968 Hersh took on the job of press spokesman for Eugene McCarthy, who ran for presidential candidate as a ‘peace senator’, but gave that up again shortly afterwards due to differences of political opinion. Convinced that he would have more problems than opportunities as an investigative reporter for the established papers, Hersh opted for freelance journalism – and in autumn 1969 this judgement was borne out in an unexpected manner.

At the beginning of September the public information office at Fort Benning had announced that one Lieutenant Calley was to be charged over the death of an ‘unknown number of civilians’ in My Lai (4). The newsflash was printed by Associated Press, the Washington Post, the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times and countless other national newspapers. But none of the editors commissioned further investigations – to the astonishment of the military, which had feared a vigorous inquiry.19 Hersh himself only learnt of the imminent military tribunal in October 1969 from a lawyer friend and from another contact in the Pentagon. ‘This Calley is just a madman, Sy, just a madman! He just went around killing all those people. Little babies! There’s no story in that. He’s just pathetic and should be locked up in an institution.’ Even a Congress employee advised him against investigating the supposed psychopath. ‘By this time I knew I had a story,’ remembers Hersh.20

Furnished with $2,000 for travel expenses from the ‘Fund for Investigative Journalism’ – one of the foundations established by Sears-Roebuck heir Philip Stern – Hersh flew 30,000 kilometres in three weeks when making his initial inquiries, spoke for hours with William Calley and his barrister and in mid November 1969 came up with an article that correctly described the fundamentals of the My Lai (4) massacre. ‘I believed that kid [Calley] at My Lai and I know these guys are telling me the truth. There’s just no formula for sources.’21 Yet he was turned away everywhere. Look showed no interest and Life did not want to take the risk, although the editors had already been told about My Lai (4) by the former GI Ronald Ridenhour. Hersh received a negative reply from the New York Times and was brushed off by one editor as a ‘peddler’. ‘It was in effect part of the snobbery of the paper, as if it fancied itself above the fray, distant from events. Its reporters were not supposed to scurry around in dark alleys looking for corruption and injustice,’ says its longstanding reporter David Halberstam.22

Hersh reached his goal only in a roundabout way via the previously insignificant Dispatch News Service. Its director presented the article to the public with a white lie: by getting the undecided and hesitant editors of fifty newspapers to believe that the competition might have already bitten and was on the point of pocketing single-handedly the credit for the scandal story. The rest virtually happened by itself. On 13 May 1969 thirty-six newspapers printed Hersh’s first article about My Lai (4); the New York Times and the Washington Post followed suit; the foreign press and the British government took up the subject. On 20 November Hersh published a second article, with the deliberately provocative headline ‘It Was Like A Nazi Thing’, and on the same day the shots taken by the Army photographer Ronald Haeberle in My Lai (4) appeared in the Cleveland Plain Dealer – the same photos which CBS presented in that day’s evening news to an audience of millions.

Seymour Hersh is rightly given the credit for single-handedly bringing to light one of the most frightful massacres that ever took place in Vietnam. Yet the repercussions of his initiative are still generally underestimated, for in the end the scandal spread far beyond the My Lai (4) story. The fact that historians today are in the position to describe events on the killing fields of Vietnam and thereby to present the profile of an asymmetrical war without front lines is due to a collection of source material which was only compiled under the impact of the public discussion provoked by Hersh – material which no one working individually could ever have discovered and which might well have been too much even for research groups to put together. From the beginning of 1970 the Department of Defense had these reports compiled, in a bureaucratic panic attack, in order to weather a public controversy, through which it was apparently no longer able to steer its way with the usual means of political damage limitation.

To begin with, the leading media reacted to the initial shellshock with questions which for the majority of the public were just as disturbing as the pictures from Vietnam. ‘My Lai is a token of the violence that hovers beneath the surface of American life: where else, and in what ways will it next erupt?’ commented Time. Did the military strategy pursued in Vietnam encourage the mass murder of civilians? To what extent can society be held responsible for the behaviour of its soldiers? ‘They were Everymen, decent in their daily lives.’ Was the population of the United States morally insensitive? Was violence as American as the Stars and Stripes? ‘When the Kerner Commission23 suggested that America was a racist nation, the U.S. public reacted with “Who, me?” protests of innocence. But there is a dark underside to American history.’ Was the mental mobilisation of the Cold War, during which people lived in a permanent state of tension, now exacting its price? ‘How much injustice and corruption distort the reality of democracy that the U.S. offers to the world? The answers are debatable; the questions are not.’24 Regardless of whether or not the self-image America had cultivated since its foundation – that of a ‘redeemer nation’ chosen by God to fight for salvation – was a delusion,25 and no matter how many ‘My Lais’ there had actually been, the country stood at a crossroads. As Jonathan Schell wrote in the New Yorker in mid December 1969: ‘If we learn to accept this, there is nothing we will not accept.’26

In addition, prominent politicians, amongst them a notable number of conservatives as well as community activists, demanded a say in the My Lai inquiry. Instead of the official military prosecutor, a so-called ‘Blue Ribbon Panel’ – a non-partisan commission, independent of government and bureaucracy – should be convened and commissioned, not just to look into the background to the massacre, but also to investigate the question of whether the military strategy followed in Vietnam was compatible with the letter and the spirit of international laws governing warfare. Since the end of November 1969, Senators John Stennis and Margaret Chase Smith, former Vice President Hubert Humphrey and a group of former employees of the State Department, together with thirty-four well-known practising and academic lawyers, had expressed themselves along the same lines.27

From today’s perspective this might seem an obvious demand. Yet the White House under Richard Nixon sensed a general attack on the competence of the Executive. General Alexander Haig, deputy to National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger, said, ‘I can think of nothing worse than assembling a group of high-level civilians to look into the ethics of conducting military operations . . . Military discipline [and] the effectiveness of our military [would be] seriously damaged.’28 Kissinger himself rejected the suggestion on other grounds: ‘I suspect it [the Blue Ribbon Commission] would tend to prolong public interest in the incident which has, hopefully, already passed its peak.’ On the other hand he drew attention to the unpredictability of the situation and told President Nixon,


There is one dangerous trend which may build that would reverse my judgement on this matter, however. This is the possibility that other Vietnam veterans will publicize additional atrocities in an effort to achieve personal notoriety or because this incident has created real or imagined recollections of similar incidents. Should the situation develop over the coming weeks in which a series of additional accusations appear then I believe you will be forced to resort to a commission of the type proposed.29



What Kissinger had feared did indeed occur: scarcely had the first newspaper articles about My Lai (4) appeared than former members of the unit based there30 as well as dozens of other GIs went public and produced evidence of crimes that they wanted to be understood as the rule rather than the exception in Vietnam.31 The ‘National Committee for a Citizens’ Commission of Inquiry on United States War Crimes in Vietnam’ – CCI for short – was the hub for collecting and disseminating this evidence. Set up in December 1969 by anti-war activists and well-known intellectuals in reaction to the news over My Lai (4), 32 the CCI and its coordinator Jeremy Rifkin held public hearings for Vietnam veterans across the United States, and with the help of their evidence lobbied Congress to establish independent inquiries or to set up an international tribunal under the patronage of the United Nations. At the CCI‘s invitation 200 former Vietnam servicemen reported over the course of the following months on their experiences in different units and in all parts of Vietnam.33

Nevertheless the biggest stir was created neither by the CCI nor by initiatives like the closely linked ‘Concerned Officers Movement’34 but by ‘Vietnam Veterans Against the War’, an association of several thousand servicemen formerly based in Vietnam, which was brought into being in 1967.35 At the end of January 1971 it held the historic ‘Winter Soldiers’ hearing in Detroit. (The name referred to the troops loyal to George Washington who, in their camp at Valley Forge in 1776, had not allowed themselves to be scared off by either the superior numbers of British troops or the impact of a hard winter.) In the course of three days 150 witnesses described what they had seen or had themselves done in Vietnam. They reported on rapes, on the random murder of civilians, on water and electric torture, on the custom of ripping out the gold teeth of slaughtered enemies, cutting off their heads and limbs or other mutilation; they claimed that captured Viet Cong were used as mine dogs or thrown from flying helicopters, that surplus ammunition was used for target practice on peasants in the fields or in settlements; they spoke of a scorched-earth policy reminiscent of the practices of Genghis Khan or, to be more precise, the premeditated annihilation of all means of livelihood – and repeatedly of the mass execution of bystanders. ‘On this bloody canvas,’ wrote Life correspondents, ‘the massacre at My Lai emerges not as an isolated aberration but as an extension of all that had gone before and was going on at the time, different in only two respects: the large number of civilians killed, and the fact that men were caught and brought to trial.’36

Admittedly the Winter Soldiers were suspected of pursuing sensationalism by questionable means. Because most of the witnesses refused to name the perpetrators, instead placing prime responsibility on the political and military leadership, some critics cast doubt on the fundamental credibility of their statements. It also happened that a handful of participants testified under false names.37 And finally, on one interview tape a prominent Winter Soldier, Mark Lane, had recorded a number of GIs who had either not been stationed in Vietnam or served in different units from the ones they claimed to have been in.38 On the other hand, the organisers of the Detroit hearing could point to the predominant number of trustworthy witnesses and, with the legal adviser Ramsey Clark (formerly attorney general under Lyndon B. Johnson) and their spokesman John F. Kerry, summon up representatives who cut an impressive figure on any stage. In mid April 1971, when Kerry brought the results of the various hearings before the Senate Committee for International Affairs, he was met with spontaneous applause from the chairman J. William Fulbright and the five other members present. According to one Army observer, ‘Mr Kerry’s intensity prompted the Chairman to urge him not to lose confidence in the political system because of the “errors in judgement” of some of those within the system . . . The Committee members were sympathetic to Mr Kerry’s views; Senator Pell opined that the witness would become one of his “colleagues” in the Senate.’39 From that point of view, the Winter Soldiers, like all other veterans who were willing to testify, represented an incalculable hidden risk. And the Army had to steel itself as far as possible against a multitude of possible revelations – particularly since President Nixon did not want to commission an independent board of inquiry and therefore gave the management of the crisis to the Pentagon alone.

On 11 December 1969 Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird called on the minister responsible for each branch of the armed forces to put together all the accusations of atrocities and war crimes which had been made publicly and in the press, to initiate relevant inquiries and to report regularly and in full on the state of the investigations.40 To this end the Army set up a working group solely dedicated to this task – the Vietnam War Crimes Working Group (VWCWG), initially a political early-warning device and, at the end of its four-year activity, the Pentagon’s institutional memory for all war-crime matters. Based on media reports and the publications of veteran organisations, the members of VWCWG drew up monthly – and sometimes weekly – ‘talking papers’ to offer briefing for statements to the press and for background discussions with politicians and journalists – with occasional tips on how to shake the credibility of critics, in particular of former officers. Moreover, all the investigations carried out or still pending between 1970 and 1974 were documented in the form of ‘central files’ and ‘war crimes allegations case files’. By using the records of the Criminal Investigation Division of the Army and the Judge Advocate General’s office, there was thus created the most extensive archive about American war crimes in Vietnam, comprising about 10,000 pages in which – excluding the massacre of My Lai (4) – 246 cases and accusations against several hundred suspects are documented.41

After a twenty-year waiting period, the records of the Vietnam War Crimes Working Group were handed over to the National Archives in College Park, Maryland in 1994. Strangely enough, historians have up to now hardly made any use of this archive, which can only be described as a gold mine.42 This is the first book published anywhere in the world which uses this material to reconstruct both the daily grind of war in Vietnam and the political and legal handling of war crimes.43 The present worry is that in the foreseeable future interested parties will only have restricted access to the sources. The mania for secrecy of the George W. Bush administration did not stop even at documents released long ago. When, in the aftermath of the new Balkan wars in 2000, a debate was started over sexual violence in wartime and whether it should be punished under international or military law,44 many records of rape during the Vietnam war were conspicuously blocked or ‘reclassified’ without further explanation. Since 2004 it has only been possible to view parts of the remaining files of the VWCWG, on the pretext of data protection. This is particularly directed at the interrogation reports prepared by various investigating authorities of the armed forces, in which not just the name but also the social security number of the suspected perpetrators were routinely noted. It remains to be seen whether the archives administration provides the means and the staff to black out the incriminating information and eventually make unhindered access possible again. There is also a legal argument as to whether under the Freedom of Information Act access to the full records really can be denied in such cases.

Unrestrictedly available, however, are the records of the Peers Commission, an Army investigating committee set up shortly before the establishment of the Vietnam War Crimes Working Group, which similarly owes its existence to the impact of the My Lai (4) scandal. Its remit was originally only to clarify the internal cover-up of the massacre, but the chairman of the commission, General William R. Peers, won his demand for a detailed reconstruction of the event. Apart from My Lai (4) and Task Force Barker, which was responsible for the massacre, on Peers’s instructions several dozen researchers assembled extensive dossiers on the type, extent and dynamics of excessive violence in Vietnam, on the history of the units involved, their composition, training and battle experience, as well as on the thinking of the officer corps – to name just a few aspects of their investigations. The records, which fill over a hundred archive boxes and are an essential resource for any historical approach to the war, I have analysed systematically for the present task. In March and April 1970 Peers handed in his four-volume final report to the Defense Department: an annotated summary of the material and 500 pieces of written evidence, together with statements given by over 400 witnesses to the Army’s Criminal Investigation Division and the investigators appointed by Peers himself. These four volumes, which became universally accessible in 1975 and were published in shortened form in 1979,45 are an integral part of all relevant accounts of the My Lai (4) massacre.46 However, historians have up to now ignored the complete documentation of the Peers Commission.

Based on the records of the Vietnam War Crimes Working Group and the Peers Commission, as well as a multitude of corresponding sources, this study focuses on a hitherto neglected perspective on the Vietnam War. The vast majority of the accounts published in the past forty years are studies devoted to the writing of political history and therefore concerned with administrative decision-making processes, diplomatic manoeuvring and the global strategic framework of the Cold War.47 Or, influenced by the so-called ‘cultural turn’ in international history, they address the cultural and psychological side of events, ranging from memories of the war and its aesthetic presentation and ‘coding’ in the media, literature and film, to those traumatised by war, returning veterans or protagonists on the home front. One could argue that in general the war is written about without being actually described as such.48 In contrast this book attempts to decode the often repeated claim that in Vietnam ‘there was more of it’ and to inquire into the conditions and manifestations of a violence that can be neither described nor comprehended with the customary rhetoric about brutality common to all wars.

‘There was more of it in Vietnam.’ At the heart of this book are the wartime atrocities and war crimes committed by the ground troops. To be more precise, acts of violence which were carried out in close proximity to the victims and in the full knowledge of their identity. We are talking of attacks on the physical inviolability of non-combatants or those no longer involved in fighting – torture, rape, murder and mutilation. The victims are not tormented, abused or murdered from an anonymous distance, are not harmed by aerial weapons and bombs but move in sight of the perpetrators and frequently come face to face with them. The international laws governing warfare – from the Hague Convention on the conduct of land warfare to the various Geneva Conventions – address primarily, though not exclusively, this type of violence. It can neither be brushed off as ‘collateral damage’ nor excused as the unintentional price of operations, nor is it aimed at the troops, logistics or material resources of the enemy. This is violence committed outside the theatres of war and beyond the hostilities, where the perpetrators do not fight like soldiers but slaughter like cowardly marauders. Because they do not accept any front lines, they regularly, if not systematically, extend the area of operations to the civilian population and shrink as little from attacks on individuals as from group massacres.

In an analysis of this unlimited violence, situational circumstances deserve particular attention: factors which cannot be understood by referring to strategic planning, goal-driven intentions or deliberate calculations. It goes without saying that the conduct of a war reflects the doctrinal and operational premises conceived by military leaders and endorsed by politicians. For this reason it is crucial that the roles of the masters of war in the White House and the generals in the Pentagon should be considered in as much depth as the behaviour of the officers who were in tactical command in the field and who put strategic policy into effect at operational level. On the other hand, wars follow a logic of their own, a dynamic dictated by chance, unpredictability and chaos. This truism has been borne out empirically in all armed conflicts since early history – a theory spelt out, effectively as ever, by Clausewitz. His dictum on the ‘frictions of war’ can be applied especially to asymmetrical conflicts, in which the combatants fight not only with fundamentally different means but also with a diametrically opposed understanding of warfare. In addition, if a war like that in Vietnam is conducted over a wide area by small groups which act for days or weeks on their own initiative and consequently often without any control, further opportunities for the exercise of excessive violence arise. This is not to imply that the increased chances to commit deeds of violence were inevitably seized; it is more a question of specific ‘windows of opportunity’, in which such deeds were decided and acted upon. In short, in analysing these deeds and decisions it is more appropriate to look at contingent factors rather than to assume what might be expected or indeed what might be regarded as logical behaviour.

It is impossible to gauge accurately the extent of excess violence in Vietnam or the numbers of servicemen stationed there who were involved directly or indirectly. Efforts have been repeatedly made to estimate the number of victims and culprits. Guenter Lewy draws an analogy with criminal statistics from the late 1960s, according to which the US police were only informed about half of the violent crimes which were actually committed in the United States. He implies that, in similar vein, the figure for crimes committed in Vietnam could be twice as high as the number of criminal investigations undertaken by the military.49 However much this comparison might appeal, it loses all validity in the face of one banal fact: in the case of Vietnam we lack reference data. Nowhere in the American military were accounts kept of submitted findings, pending investigations, or ongoing or completed military trials, so no analogies with the civilian crime rate can be drawn. Other authors refer to surveys of soldiers and point out that between ten and twelve per cent of those questioned acknowledged their culpability and thirty-three per cent had supposedly witnessed specific offences.50 How this data was gathered, however, and whether it is representative, even if only approximately, is not discussed. Any attempt to search military reports for evidence would be completely pointless. Quite apart from the fact that culprits did not report of their own free will, no one was responsible for the scrutiny of action and after-action reports. They were without exception drawn up in the certainty that striking contradictions and inconsistencies would not come to light – not even subsequent deliberate falsification or destruction of files. To give just one example, countless references in the official archives of the units responsible for My Lai (4) should have given rise to suspicion – but no records indicate that the obvious questions had been asked, let alone examined for validity.

In addition, a number of factors restrict the reach and usefulness of the available sources. Firstly, the Vietnam War Crimes Working Group and the Peers Commission concentrated exclusively on cases which had already been scrutinised by the appropriate military authorities. It is as difficult to answer conclusively why, out of hundreds of allegations, 244 were selected for the opening of the judicial inquiry, as it is to ask on what grounds only a scant half of those who were allegedly involved were brought before a court of law. Secondly, the vast majority of the reports focus on two of the four war zones – on the I Corps Tactical Zone in the north of South Vietnam and on the IV Corps Tactical Zone in the south. This leads undoubtedly to a corresponding narrowing of perception. On the other hand, these areas were key strategic zones in the war: in the northern provinces there were supply lines, deployment areas and political strongholds for the Viet Cong; in the provinces near the capital Saigon the fighting was over a symbolic presence and the claim of both sides to be in control. Third and last, the records relevant for our purposes cover only four of the ten war years – the period from summer 1967, when the heaviest battles in the I and IV Corps Tactical Zones began, to the withdrawal of American combat troops, which was already in full swing in spring 1971.

No further information can be expected to come out of Vietnam itself. Even the interviewing of actual witnesses there comes up against tightly defined political restrictions. As was made clear to journalists who recently tried to obtain reports of recollections of well-known events such as My Lai (4), this examination of the past has no place in the present – out of consideration for the real or supposed sensitivity of Vietnam’s trading partner, the United States. In a society in which approximately sixty-five per cent of the population was born in the last years of the war or shortly after it ended, it will in any case soon be pointless to search for people with reliable first-hand memories of these events. Little is known about the type or extent of written records. Whether they will ever be made available for historical research freely and without prior amendment or censorship is a legitimate concern, for looking into the escalating violence of this war would in the final analysis involve addressing the atrocities meted out to their own people – in other words, attacks that can be ascribed probably in equal measure to the South Vietnamese Army on the one side and to the guerrillas and the North Vietnamese armed forces on the other.51

Regardless of how much data and factual evidence may come to light in the future, these will only be isolated examples, revealing in detail but unsuitable for drawing conclusions on the whole. Yet leaving aside these unavoidable limitations, the following picture can be pieced together for the most heavily contested regions of the I and IV Corps Tactical Zones between summer 1967 and spring 1971.


	Seven massacres were officially confirmed by the American side. My Lai (4) and My Khe (4) claimed the largest number of murder victims with 420 and 90 respectively, and in five other places altogether about 100 civilians were executed – occasionally all those who had remained behind in their villages. These cases are comprehensively described in the following pages.

	Two further massacres were reported by soldiers who had taken part in them. North of Duc Pho in Quang Ngai Province (I Corps Tactical Zone), members of D Company, 19th Engineer Battalion, 18th Engineer Brigade (Separate) took revenge on local peasants for a mine victim and murdered fourteen people in summer of 1968.52 The neighbouring province, Binh Dinh (II Corps Tactical Zone), was allegedly the stage for a further mass murder on 20 July 1969. Soldiers of A Company, 1st Battalion, 503rd Infantry Regiment, 173rd Airborne Brigade (Separate) claimed that their platoon had stormed the village of Chau Truc, burned it down and murdered twenty-five people.53 The investigations initiated in both cases were discontinued because of contradictory witness statements.

	Tiger Force, a special unit set up for patrols, murdered hundreds, possibly over a thousand, peasants in the space of a few weeks. Because its practices were only investigated years later, it was no longer possible to reconstruct accurately the date and location of the incidents. The fact that no more exact information about the number of dead can be given is also due to the unit’s practice of blowing up cellars and bunkers full of terrified villagers with grenades.

	An unknown number of massacres were the work of gunship crews who attacked civilians at low altitude and in the full knowledge of their identity. One can only speculate as to the number of casualties. Some observers estimated that they may have been in the low thousands.

	In the case of large-scale operations, which lasted between a few days and several weeks, an unknown number of non-combatants were killed – at a conservative estimate thought to be between 5,000 and 7,000 in the course of Operation Speedy Express alone, as described in Chapter 7. Excluding the deaths from artillery and air attacks, the total number of victims may have reached tens of thousands.

	It is not at all clear how many POWs were murdered nor how common was the incidence of other violent crimes such as torture and rape. It is certain, however, that a striking number of veterans described violent acts of that kind as daily practice or ‘Standing Operating Procedure’.

	Most of the accusations made by the Communist side will probably remain unsolved. According to the ‘Information Bureau of the Provisional Revolutionary Government of South Vietnam’ (PRG), between April 1968 and the end of 1970 – that is, after My Lai (4) – American ground troops are said to have repeatedly committed mass murder and killed about 6,500 civilians in the course of twenty-one operations either on their own or alongside their allies. With regard to Operation Speedy Express and the massacre of Son Thang, the figures were probably accurate. In three further cases American investigators had well-founded initial suspicions, but the inquiries were shelved after a short time due to a lack of public response. Three of the massacres detected on the American side were not mentioned at all on the PRG list. No further accusations can be either verified or refuted.



‘I want no prisoners. The more you kill and burn, the more it will please me. Make the interior of Sama a howling wilderness.’54 With these orders Brigadier Jacob Smith sent American troops on their way against resisting Filipinos in 1899. Records indicate that similar orders were given in King Philip’s War and in the battle against the natives of New England in the early days of settlement, or at the time of the French and Indian War in the mid eighteenth century, when settler militia and soldiers loyal to the British Crown fell back on the guerrilla tactics of the Indian tribes, who were intermittently allies but at times cooperated with the French. Seen like this, Vietnam was a case of déjà-vu – a return to the scenario of an asymmetrical war. The principles and conduct of asymmetrical wars are discussed in Chapters 1 (‘Masters of War’) and 2 (‘Generals’), in particular the key feature of such confrontations: that the adversaries in the end make use of symmetrical means and that both sides try to force the issue by using terrorism against all who are suspected of collaboration with the enemy.55 Yet Vietnam was more than an example of the immutable expansion of the battle zone into civilian areas. Here one can study how the imperatives of the global Cold War overlaid a regional conflict and released a particular dynamic owing to the circumstances of the time. Hence Brigadier Smith’s successors did not just represent his spirit in a different guise.

In this context two problems require independent discussion: why did the US Army conduct the guerrilla war in Vietnam with a strategy designed for conventional war, thus opening the way for additional radicalisation? And why did the political leadership itself see no exit options, even when it became aware that its policies were doomed to failure? The oft-quoted references to ignorance, self-deception and wishful thinking are inadequate explanations for either the conduct of the military or the politicians. It makes no sense to talk of ‘drifting’ into war or of fatal misperceptions. On the contrary, here were elites who had access to clear evaluations of the situation and many alternative courses of action. With the support of the bureaucratic machine at their disposal, they might have been able to strike out on another course – without political damage or other danger to their own careers. Where does this inflexibility come from, this reluctance and ultimately this incapacity for self-correction – in short, this policy of being unable to stop?

The answers, which are outlined in Chapters 1 and 2, point towards an interpretation of American foreign and military policy during the Cold War and therefore go beyond the subject of Vietnam. They start with the ideological twins of the Cold War – the domino theory and the picture of Communism as a monolithic block – go into the connection between ‘imperial presidency’ and political self-blockade and introduce the ‘institutional crisis’ of the US Army – an Army which for a long time found no place in its doctrine for the concept of a ‘small war’ overshadowed by nuclear weapons, and which saw Vietnam as an opportunity to enhance both its prestige and its institutional weight in competition with the other branches of the armed forces. Above all else, as Barbara Tuchman put it, it is a question of the way in which a policy that focused on political and personal credibility was applied under Cold War conditions and in the end fell into a self-made credibility trap.56

The implementation of overall political and military policy depends to a great extent on the behaviour of those involved at the middle level: those officers who are responsible for leading the troops, for planning, implementation and especially control of military operations. Here we need to focus on the ‘kings in the field’, as the brigade, battalion and company commanders in the US Army were called – an allusion to their traditionally wide discretionary powers and corresponding tendency towards autonomous, if not autocratic, decisions. In former wars their special position had never been perceived as a problem; in Vietnam it soon proved to be a burden. On the one hand, because of the crying need for non-commissioned officers men were brought in who could not match up to the requisite criteria either by training or character and in other circumstances would scarcely have been promoted from the bottom ranks. On the other hand, a disproportionate number of officers at captain, major and lieutenant-colonel level were sent out to Vietnam for one reason: to solve a lack of promotion opportunities in an officer corps which had been overblown since the mid 1950s. Thus a large number of the unqualified were joined by a no less sizeable group of the uninterested, who saw their grotesquely short six-month term primarily from the viewpoint of individual career management. The disparaging talk of the ‘Vietnam Only Army’ or the ‘Shake and Bake Army’ reflects this staffing policy and its serious consequences.

Officers and non-commissioned officers contributed greatly to the escalation of violence against non-combatants. Silent tolerance towards the perpetrators played as much of a role as active backing, complicity or collaboration. Apart from the well-documented relevant case studies, Chapter 3 (‘Officers’) also discusses the causes of leadership breakdown. I will argue that the roots of this evil lay not so much in poor preparation or inadequate contact with the troops. Officers were criticised with good reason: they were not necessarily unable to contain excessive violence but rather, they had no problem with it. This is already obvious from their understanding of the ‘Rules of Engagement’. These rules were certainly open to interpretation and, if in doubt, made it possible to put the imperative of ‘military necessity’ before the principle that civilians should be protected. But the fact that in practice all loop-holes were exploited and regulations dealing with exceptions became binding rules reflects an endemic contempt for international military law. The particular circumstances had another repercussion: it seems the decision to give the troops a free hand and to tolerate their overstepping the limits was also considered a means to calm the rage and need for revenge of overtaxed GIs. Above all, many commanding officers were personally committed to a strategy of aggressive war unfettered by scruples. Because their success was measured in a ‘body count’ balance sheet and future promotion depended on a positive assessment in Vietnam, in the end it did not matter by what ways and means the desired ‘kill ratios’ were reached. Seen like this, it is not so much a question of ‘leadership breakdown’, as persistently putting into practice a specific concept of leadership.

Long after the end of the war the role and conduct of the officer corps in Vietnam continued to cause concern. The Pentagon had to battle not only with criticism from opponents of the war but also with unaccustomed protest from its own ranks. Many younger officers resigned their commissions, claiming that they had never served in an Army with acceptable professional standards, while others demanded a fundamental revision of officer training, committed to international military law. Even on the eve of ‘Desert Storm’, the 1991 war against Saddam Hussein, there were echoes of the Vietnam experience. ‘No My Lais in this division. You hear me?’ two divisional commanders told their officers in a pre-deployment briefing.57 Certainly countless reforms in training and operational doctrine were discussed and in part implemented in the 1970s.58 Yet with a few exceptions,59 no contemporary research into the subject has been undertaken, either with regard to the US armed forces or those officers from the Third World who were and are still trained in counter-insurgency by American personnel. The present study cannot make good this deficiency. An important element is still missing in the discussion of the historical context of the Vietnam war and consequently in the debate about the self-image and mindset of those leaders to whom America entrusts its current and future wars.

The analysis of the role of the various players reaches its conclusion with Chapter 4 (‘Warriors’), which deals with those soldiers for whom killing another human being and the risk of being killed themselves were a daily experience. These ‘grunts’ differed from the ‘front pigs’ of earlier wars in several ways. Firstly, their number in the US armed forces was lower than ever before. Only ten per cent of all GIs stationed in Vietnam were posted to combat units and employed in pursuing guerrillas, combing through settlement areas, destroying infrastructure useful to the enemy or fighting regular units of the North Vietnamese Army. Secondly, as far as background, socialisation, education and training were concerned, they had less in common than any of their predecessors with the ideal of the ‘citizen soldier’. It was not a representative cross-section of young Americans who bore the brunt of the war, but the youngest and poorest in society. Thirdly, the grunts broke a taboo that had been carefully fostered over many wars: they testified to their experiences of violence, in contributions to political forums, in ‘oral history’ – conversations with journalists, psychologists and historians – in statements to Army commissions of inquiry or before military tribunals, and lastly in autobiographical accounts ranging from the traditional soldier’s novel to ambitious literary fiction and poetry.

It is by no means obvious that these accounts deserve special consideration in a history of violence during the war, for soldiers returning home as losers, wanting to rid themselves of the stigma of defeat, will first of all seek to justify themselves to third parties. Even the Winter Soldiers with their shocking reports of war atrocities wanted to be seen as reluctant murderers and ultimately as victims of a military apparatus which had brainwashed them, dehumanised them and denied them any possibility of choice. ‘You can see this sadistic state of mind that my government put me into . . . Don’t ever let your government do this to you. Okay – that’s me. I’m holding a dead body – smiling.’60 – ‘They had to completely re-socialize us, which they were very effective at doing.’61 – ‘The executions are secondary because the executions are created by the policy that is, I believe, a conscious policy within the military.’62 Soldiers reported on crimes to make it clear that they themselves were not basically criminals but patriots, fighting for America’s true values, dedicated to those virtues that Thomas Paine had firstly identified in the original Winter Soldiers: ‘These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.’63

Regardless of this bid for recognition, one decisive dimension of these soldiers’ testimonies should not be overlooked: they equally reflect the need to come to terms with a heavy burden and to transfer traumatic memories into topics for public self-therapy.64 In this sense their reflections on Vietnam can also be read as attempts to make sense of the violence they committed or witnessed and to construct a portrait of a war that damaged the self-image of everyone involved – because anyone, at any time, could turn into a culprit. These soldiers debate with themselves about the violence in an attempt to reach a retrospective understanding that goes beyond any resentful bid for approval.

The essential outcome of these studies lies in the answer to striking yet rarely asked questions: how it was that the radical changes in behaviour of the soldiers in Vietnam took only a few weeks or months to accomplish and why the explanations derived from other wars – that this was primarily proof of intense battle stress or similar problems accumulating over long periods – in this case were meaningless. ‘Disposable soldier’ and ‘instant death’ – these are the terms around which the grunts’ memories revolve. Regardless of whether they wanted to prove their masculinity and affirm their warrior status or to fulfil an unpleasant duty and come home as quickly as possible – all expectations and hopes were abruptly reduced to nothing in the jungle and the rice paddies. The enemy was either beyond reach or dictated the time and place of combat, superior weaponry yielded no advantage, they suffered casualties without being able to inflict significant loss on the other side, the front line was everywhere and nowhere and death threatened them all out of the blue and at any time in the shape of mines, booby-traps or snipers. ‘Do something physical’: GIs used this exhortation to turn violence against the defenceless into a mandate – an assertion of power by other means and a sign of soldierly presence on imaginary killing fields. However, this kind of self-affirmation needed to be constantly repeated because soldiers fighting in the jungle had no control over either the invisible front lines or their own fears. They remained first and last disposable soldiers, threatened by instant death.

In short, the premises of the American conduct of the war in Vietnam were, at the lowest level, a process of self-justification to use violence, the body-count mania in the middle ranks of leadership and the fighting for political credibility and military prestige on the part of the commanders-in-chief in Washington and Saigon. Understanding in what circumstances and how these factors came into effect must take the form of an independent examination, which also needs to take into account the strategy and tactics of the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese Army. These questions therefore stand at the heart of a chronology of the history of violence in Vietnam spread over Chapters 5 to 7: ‘1967’, ‘16 March 1968’ and ‘1968–1971’. From the areas of I and IV Corps Tactical Zones – those combat areas in which both sides were battling for a decisive outcome of the war – three different operations are examined, together with their origins and consequences, and three units typical of the ground war are portrayed: a reconnaissance patrol of about four dozen men called Tiger Force, a special unit of company strength known as Task Force Barker, and a larger unit, 9th Infantry Division, made up of several brigades. The study of these examples illustrates how wide the influence ‘from above’ stretched and what power to determine what happened came ‘from below’.

Operation Speedy Express, carried out by troops of 9th Infantry Division in the Mekong Delta between November 1968 and April 1969, has so far not featured in historical accounts – even though it was probably the biggest and indisputably the bloodiest ‘pacification operation’ of the entire war. Based on the sources of the Vietnam War Crimes Working Group, the Peers Commission and various files of correspondence, this book reconstructs, for the first time, the political background and military planning and examines the implementation of an operation that left nearly 11,000 dead but in which only about 700 weapons were captured. Contemporary US Army evaluations confirmed that civilians made up at least half the dead but justified this by referring to the supposedly compelling military necessity of the operation. This refers to the directive issued by the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) to exploit the dramatic losses suffered by the Viet Cong during the Tet Offensive and to give backing to the South Vietnamese Army in the projected ‘Vietnamisation’ of the war.

The orders given to Task Force Barker had also been prepared under the impact of the Tet Offensive and as a sign of an ‘intensified pacification’: in Quang Ngai Province, a traditional Viet Cong stronghold, the intention was to wipe out the 48th Local Force Battalion of guerrillas and eliminate the political leadership of the insurgents. However, the murder, pillage and rape during the operation on 16 March 1968 cannot be explained as part of the strategic plan and can only to a limited extent be attributed to the influence of troop leaders. The differing behaviour of the platoons of C and B Company, stationed in different places, points to this conclusion, confirmed by an examination of the course of the massacre in My Lai (4) which inquires into the preconditions under which the massacre began, when it reached its peak, whether the method of killing stemmed from detached calculation or raging fury, at what point and above all why the perpetrators stopped, who took no part and how many actively revolted against the slaughter. In general such questions can only be answered unsatisfactorily due to a lack of source material. The minute reconstruction of the events of My Lai (4) on the part of the Criminal Investigation Division of the Army and the Peers Commission, however, allows one to draw empirically well-substantiated inferences – conclusions which look beyond the specific incident and can be discussed as fundamental contributions towards our understanding of escalating violence in wartime.

At first glance the Tiger Force special unit, which raged through Quang Ngai and Quang Tin Provinces in 1967 like a death squad, falls outside the parameters: we know of no other unit which murdered in that way for so long and virtually on its own account. Stationed for weeks on its own in the Song Ve Valley and in the mountainous jungle near the demarcation line on the 17th Parallel, the patrol spared nothing and no one – neither peasants working in their fields nor the old people, women or children they found when ambushing villages at night. On the other hand, it must be remembered that the war in Vietnam was conducted in many places by small groups which, like Tiger Force, did not feel themselves bound to any official operational directives but followed their own Rules of Engagement outside any control. From the example of Tiger Force it is possible to observe why small units in particular tended towards excessive violence and how indeed this use of violence became normal practice for those serving in them. That violence can enhance one’s distinction and reputation and secure or promote one’s position in the group hierarchy is as evident as the pleasure, delight and fun of killing – attributes experienced and regarded by the perpetrators of violence as proof of their freedom of action. This also shows that mere habit or peer pressure created by ringleaders cannot be held responsible exclusively, or possibly not even primarily, for the coherence of a small group. This is not to say that nobody protested, or deviated from the general behaviour. A handful of GIs from Tiger Force reported on the incidents to their superiors but no action was taken by the military command. Anyone wanting to sever the bond between the civilian population and the Viet Cong could not do so without using the dead to give a message to the living: that they all had to reckon with everything, because some were capable of anything.

Chapter 8 (‘Judges’) discusses the possibilities and limitations of a prosecution of war crimes. As far as the legal norms were concerned the necessary preconditions were given in the Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ). The norms of international laws of warfare applied without limitation in all aspects and following the Nuremberg and Tokyo trials, the principles of ‘respondeat superior’ and ‘mens rea’ had been adopted – clauses by which superiors could be brought to account for the behaviour of their subordinates without, on the other hand, granting the subordinates the possibility of citing the orders of their superiors as their defence for illegal actions. What needs to be explained is why only a fraction of suspected offenders had to answer to military courts and how in a large proportion of cases military law was diluted to the point of being unrecognisable. Without doubt many proceedings failed at an early stage because sufficient evidence to stand up in a court of law could not be collected. In addition, Army prosecutors together with officials and high-ranking politicians sometimes hindered investigations or successfully lobbied behind the scenes for them to be terminated. However, the significance of conspiracy and inadequate evidence should not be overstated; in fact, prosecutions under the laws of war could be impeded using features of military legal process – and certainly by referring to the Uniform Code of Military Justice, according to which the corps commanders in whose formations the incriminating acts had been committed had to decide how to deal with the results of the investigations. Whether they spared suspects or imposed purely administrative punishments, whether they arranged for further examination of evidence or did not even consider a court martial, lay solely in their discretion. Last but not least, they could at any time amend judgments or quash them completely. The fact that the convening authorities used these opportunities to the full is at the heart of the problem: an erosion of the culture of military law by legal process.

Since the mid nineteenth century the American public had been repeatedly confronted with the punishment of war crimes. When in 1862 the Dakota started an uprising of the Sioux under their chief Little Crow in southern Minnesota and possibly murdered up to 1,000 settlers in the course of one week, 306 of the perpetrators were initially sentenced to be hanged; 36 were then executed in December 1862 after the sentences had been reviewed and proof of individual responsibility established without doubt.65 Following the Sand Creek Massacre of 500 Cheyenne and Arapaho at the end of November 1864 an inquiry was opened into the conduct of the officer responsible, Colonel John M. Chivington of the Colorado Militia. In 1902, Brigadier General Jacob Smith was discharged as a result of the massacre in the Philippines. Yet there was no lasting outrage.66 On the contrary: the Second World War – regarded as a ‘good war’ – in the course of which nearly 300 American soldiers were sentenced by courts martial and executed, immunised the public against the conduct of their troops – despite the fact that most of the sentences had been given for rape and murder. Reports about those crimes in high-circulation newspapers and magazines died away without trace or were dismissed with the words, ‘War is War’.67

The Army photographer Ronald Haeberle, who had been present at My Lai (4), also experienced this lack of interest. He had shown his pictures of the massacre in a slide show about Vietnam on several occasions in Cleveland, Ohio to a total of 600 people – once each at an Optimist and a Kiwanis Club, twice to members of Jaycee clubs, to a group of teachers, a church youth group and pupils at a high school.68 With a few exceptions, most of the audience felt they had been manipulated and made Haeberle the target for their criticism. ‘“Why would American GIs do this, especially to old men, women, and children?” A couple thought that it had been done in Hollywood, that it was made up. They just didn’t want to believe it.’69

Even the horror at the pictures shown on CBS television and confirmed as authentic proved to be a fleeting instant of being frozen with shock. In the weeks and months following, the White House, the Pentagon and newspaper editors were literally showered with expressions of solidarity with the murderers of My Lai (4) – with hundreds of thousands of letters and petitions from all parts of the country, drawn up by writers from all sections of the population and of all shades of political opinion. To my knowledge, no other historian has ever examined this material and presented an analysis of it.70 This is one of the reasons why these texts are discussed in detail in my Conclusion. Drawing on over 900 documents, I shall assess the political and moral standpoint of the protestors, and from their collective reactions I shall draw conclusions about the relationship between the military and society in the United States.

At this point at the latest the boundaries between contemporary history and the diagnosis of our own times become blurred. The fan mail sent to William Calley and others raises the question of the political will and institutional potential for self-correction within American society; also of whether Richard Rorty is right in his observation that since the 1960s the argument over competing political and social concepts has been increasingly displaced by the politics of emotion71 – politics which for the purpose of strengthening national solidarity, require a state of emergency on different ‘fronts’, and ultimately cannot do without war.72 But that would be – and is – the subject for another book.


1

Masters of War

If I had lost Vietnam, there would be Robert Kennedy out in front leading the fight against me, telling everyone that I had betrayed John Kennedy’s commitment to South Vietnam . . . That I was a coward. An unmanly man. A man without a spine. Oh, I could see it coming all right. Every night when I fell asleep I would see myself tied to the ground in the middle of a long, open space. In the distance I could hear the voices of thousands of people. They were all shouting at me and running toward me: ‘Coward! Traitor! Weakling!’

Lyndon B. Johnson1

What we’re really doing in Vietnam is killing the cause of ‘wars of liberation’. It’s a testing ground – like Germany in Spain. It’s an example to Central America and other guerrilla prone areas.

Bernard B. Fall2

IT WAS THE longest ‘hot’ war of the Cold War period – and a war with the most appalling record in all history: at no other time and in no other place were so many weapons of destruction deployed as in Vietnam. Between 1966 and 1968 the war planes of the United States and its allies dropped 2,865,808 tons of bombs on Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia – at least 800,000 tons more than in all theatres of the whole Second World War combined. After two years of aerial warfare – between August 1964 and December 1966 – 860,000 tons of bombs had already landed on the northern part of the country alone. By 1975 the US armed forces had exploded seven million tons of bombs and artillery grenades in North and South Vietnam. This number, too, is well in excess of the fire-power deployed by the United States in the course of the Second World War. A country of 330,000 square kilometres, somewhat smaller than Germany, was left at the end of the war with twenty-six million bomb craters.3

‘There was more of it in Vietnam.’ This catchphrase of the American soldiers not only describes the extent of the war in the air; it also refers to the fact that this war in South-East Asia was a strange amalgam of all the kinds of armed conflicts we have known in modern times. The fighting in the jungle and the rice paddies bore features of the colonial wars fought since the sixteenth century on the periphery of the imperial world – fought out on perpetually changing, invisible fronts and often over unexpectedly long periods. At the same time one finds the history of guerrilla warfare reflected in Vietnam. Its original setting can be found in the middle of the eighteenth century, when the British used scattered, irregular troops to destroy the supply lines or the forts of French or Indian enemies. As the Vietnam War progressed the North Vietnamese Army and the Viet Cong developed this combination of regular and irregular troops to perfection. On the other hand the Viet Cong also assumed the role of guerrillas fighting on their own account with unconventional strategies and unhampered by an orderly official military command – a role which had been played since the Spanish underground resistance against Napoleon. The siege of Khe Sanh, which lasted for months, or the battle at ‘Ap Bia Mountain’ in the A Shau valley, where in May 1969 American and North Vietnamese troops conducted a pointless slaughter for a strategically worthless hilltop, find a parallel in the trench warfare of the First World War. The GIs called that engagement ‘Hamburger Hill’ – an unconscious play on the so-called ‘mincer’ at Verdun. Last but not least the Vietnam war was conducted over wide areas in the main as total war, as the distinction between combatants and non-combatants was in part intentionally ignored, in part blurred as a consequence of military action.

The price of the war was correspondingly high. ‘There was more of it in Vietnam’ indicates that any attempt to formulate a concrete image is destined to fail – particularly concerning the number of civilians killed. The horrors only emerge sketchily and in the sort of statistics which conceal more than they reveal. One customary method of appraisal – to assess the probable number of dead by counting the number treated in hospital – is proved in this case to be naïve. Many of the villages subject to widespread bombardment or drawn into other battle zones were beyond the range of medical help. In such hamlets and villages a nameless death was rampant – not to mention the countless settlements not shown on any map and literally wiped off the face of the earth without a trace. Besides, daily life in the medical centres, as often described, shows that using hospital statistics is pointless. Poorly equipped, chronically short of staff and confronted with the task of bringing order to a chaotic situation, they were anything but places where reliable paperwork could be compiled. In addition, one must take into account that at least a third of the enemy soldiers recorded as dead were actually civilians who had been reclassified in the reports of engagements as bearing arms, in order to improve the success rate.

If we accept the lowest assessment, between 1965 and the end of 1974 627,000 civilians died in North and South Vietnam as a consequence of hostilities on both sides; well over eighty per cent of them lived in the south of the country. The North Vietnamese Army and the Viet Cong – minus the civilians recorded incorrectly among the dead – lost 444,000 men, the United States just over 56,000 and their allies about 226,000, so that about 726,000 soldiers may be assumed killed. Put together, the number of all the war dead would therefore come to 1,353,000. Other writers consider these figures greatly underestimated: they talk of a million Vietnamese soldiers killed, over two million Vietnamese dead and over four million wounded – in a land which at the time had between thirty-five and forty million inhabitants. It is idle to try to choose between these calculations; the truth lies somewhere in between. At any rate the proportion of civilians among the war victims is exorbitant – somewhere between forty-six and sixty-six per
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