






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































Defeats in Tonkin, Deliberations in Washington

Many experts therefore believed that the obvious course for the United States
would be to husband its military resources for the eventual showdown with
Russia, not to expend its resources in other peripheral involvements. The
acting director of the State Department’s Office of International Security
Affairs, John H. Ohly, for example, called for a “reappraisal of U.S. policy
with respect to Indochina.” Continuing the current policy toward Indochina,
said Ohly in November, would probably require some $500 million in military
equipment in the immediate future and more later. Providing that level of
aid would have a substantial impact on U.S. military assistance to Western
Europe, Greece, Turkey, and Iran and could well make it impossible to ful-
fill some mutual defense goals in these areas.’ Accordingly, Ohly main-
tained that the United States had to decide its long-term objective for
Indochina. “Was it long-run, non-communist control of the area, temporary
non-communist control, or simply a continuance of the present situation?”
Once that goal was defined, planners would have to answer other questions.
Were enough manpower and equipment available to attain U.S. objectives?
Did the French and Vietnamese have the necessary will, morale, and leader-
ship to continue the fight, and, most important, would it be possible to
“prevent a political deterioration which will nullify any accomplishments in
the military field?””*® Ohly subsequently called for a task force of the National
Security Council to study the subject.*

Yet other analysts emphasized the possible consequences of a French
defeat. While noting that Indochina would be of little importance in a global
conflict, U.S. Army planners in October 1950 maintained that it was “of
critical, if not vital, strategic importance to the United States in the Cold
War.” They reiterated the oft-expressed belief that “the loss of Indochina to
the Communists could initiate a train of events that could deal a staggering
blow to our position in the whole of Asia,” leading to the fall of Burma
and probably Thailand. Their fall in turn would place Indonesia and the
Philippines in an extremely tenuous position and directly threaten India and
Pakistan.® So important did Army Chief of Staff . Lawton Collins consider
Indochina that he recommended to the Joint Chiefs of Staff that “if all fails
the United States [should] be prepared to commit its own armed forces to the
defense of Indo-China provided this could be done in concert with other
United Nations members and without endangering the U.S. capability to
conduct a general war.”">

Further pointing up the contradictions in the view of American policy-
makers, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, in a memorandum prepared as a suggested
statement of U.S. policy, emphasized the strategic importance of Indochina to
the United States in the cold war but warned that the United States should

*Memo, Ohly for Secy of State, 20 Nov 50, sub: Reappraisal of U.S. Policy With Respect to
Indochina, records of Dept of State.

bid.

*Ltr, Ohly to Secy of State, 16 Jan 51, records of Dept of State.

*Draft Study, G—3 Plans Div, 17 Oct 50, sub: Indochina, G—3 091 Indochina, RG 319.

¥*Memo, CofSA, 18 Oct 50, sub: Possible Future Action in Indochina, JCS 1992/29, 7 Oct 50,
CCS 092 Asia (6—25-48), sec. F, JCS records.
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Looking for a Way Out

assistance. In December the French government formally asked that U.S. Air
Force mechanics be sent to Vietnam for a month to perform routine mainte-
nance checks on French C—47 aircraft. General Trapnell firmly supported the
request, and in January 1953 twenty-eight Air Force mechanics on loan from
the Far East Air Force arrived to perform the required maintenance and to
train French ground crews in American techniques.*'

In the meantime, to American officials in both the United States and
Vietnam the fighting at Nghia Lo, Phu Doan, and Na San provided a graphic
illustration of the bankruptcy of French military policy in Vietnam. Although
the French called their successful defense of Na San an important victory, an
evaluation team from the headquarters of the Commander in Chief, Pacific
(CINCPAC), which had been at Na San during the engagement, assessed it
as “an inconclusive battle in a mountain wilderness.”** As the CINCPAC
team saw it, the French command, with numerical superiority, interior lines
of communications, and absolute command of the air, had chosen to wait
passively until the enemy moved. After the Viet Minh offensive developed,
the French, “instead of a vigorous counter-stroke at the enemy’s lines of
communication, laboriously transferred part of a division ahead of the enemy
with the clear intent to establish a line of defense against which the enemy
would break.” When the French finally did attack two weeks after Operation
LORRAINE had begun, they staged their attack “not as [a] decisive stroke but
as a hit-and-run raid.” Even if one accepted that the French had to fight
a defensive battle, the American observers wrote, they would have done
far better by holding Phu Doan with a reinforced LORRAINE task force. A
powerful French force, firmly established across the enemy’s lines of com-
munications, would have been in an excellent position ““to fight a decisive
battle under conditions of French choosing.”** French conduct of the entire
campaign, the observers concluded, had been timid, unimaginative, and
extremely defensive-minded.

General Trapnell agreed. He told General Collins that the French had been
taken by surprise in the autumn campaign and that they had committed a
major error by failing to make a stand at Phu Doan. “The enemy,” Trapnell
concluded, “‘retains the initiative.”*!

Though correct in many respects, these analyses tended to overemphasize
the value of French numerical superiority. Intelligence officers on the U.S.
Army staff, while noting that the French had more troops, remarked that this
advantage was offset by the enemy’s guerrilla tactics, which obliged the
French to maintain a large proportion of their forces in static positions.*

WHistory of Indochina Incident, pp. 267 —68.

CINCPAC Study, Review of Autumn Campaign in Tonkin.

Pbid.

HLtr, Trapnell to CofSA, 20 Dec 52, CSA 091 Indochina, RG 319.

“Memo, ACofS G—2 for CofSA, 14 Dec 52, sub: Situation in Indochina, CSA 091 Indochina,
RG 319.
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The Collins Mission

tion that greeted him as he arrived in Saigon on 8 November 1954.' Chief
of Staff General Nguyen Van Hinh had concentrated tanks a few blocks
from the presidential palace where Diem was “guarded” by police under
the control of the Binh Xuyen. It was obvious to Collins that until this crisis
could be resolved, no effective reorganization and development of the South
Vietnamese Army could be undertaken. Collins found that General O'Daniel
and Ambassador Heath differed on how to deal with the situation. Having
worked closely with Hinh on planning for training and reorganizing the
army, O’Daniel believed that the general was basically honest and patriotic
and could be persuaded to cooperate with Prime Minister Diem. Ambassador
Heath, on the other hand, thought that O’Daniel’s view of Hinh was naive
and that the Diem government’s difficulties could not be solved unless Hinh
was removed.'' As an officer in the U.S. mission recalls, “Nguyen Van Hinh
was not only a French citizen with a French wife but was a regular or career
officer in the French Air Force and thus supposedly under French military
discipline. . . . To most Vietnamese in the army he was French; his political
ascendancy would have been a mockery of Vietnam’s ‘independence.” "’'?

By late August Hinh was freely admitting to members of the Military
Assistance Advisory Group that he had been consulting with leaders of the
Cao Dai and Hoa Hao sects on forming a government to succeed Diem."
Alarmed by that development, on 27 August Ambassador Heath had met
with General Ely, “’stated very firmly to him that Diem must be given another
chance,” and two days later had warned General Hinh that any attempt to
overthrow the Diem government by force “would cause a very unfavorable
impression in the U.S.”' Heath worked to get General Hinh out of the
country, but Hinh had refused to leave. On 11 September, when President
Diem directed Hinh to make a six-week “study tour’” in France, Hinh had
openly defied the order.

Because of the delicacy of the situation, Ambassador Heath had instructed
all members of the American mission to have no contact with Hinh. But
General O’Daniel had become convinced by the afternoon of the 12th that
Hinh was about to launch a coup and that he should talk with Hinh and try
to dissuade him from acting. Unable to contact either Ambassador Heath or
Counselor Randolph A. Kidder (it was a Sunday), O’Daniel had seen no
recourse but to take action on his own. Accompanied by his special assistant,
Colonel Rosson, O’Daniel had called on Hinh at his home, where in a
two-hour conversation Hinh had protested his loyalty and his willingness to
cooperate with Diem. O’Daniel always believed that his visit to Hinh was
instrumental in averting a coup.

The incident nevertheless worsened relations between O’Daniel and
Ambassador Heath. Reporting to the State Department, Heath said that he

"bid.

""Heath to State Dept, 26 Aug 54, 751G.00/8 - 2654, records of Dept of State.

2Ltr, Maj Gen Edward Lansdale to Chief of Military History, 6 Jun 79, CMH files.
“Heath to State Dept, 27 Aug 54, 751G.00/8 - 2754, records of Dept of State.
“Ibid., and 29 Aug 54, 751G.00/8 — 2954, records of Dept of State.
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The Collins Mission

and pointed out that a U.S. advisory group large enough to take over training
would violate the limitations imposed at Geneva on stationing foreign troops
in Vietnam. Replacing French instructors and advisers with Americans would
represent an intolerable loss of prestige to France and would damage the
morale of the French Expeditionary Corps.

After prolonged discussion Dulles and Mendes-France agreed to let Collins
and Ely settle the matter. On 13 December 1954, after three weeks of nego-
tiations, Collins and Ely initialed a draft minute of understanding. The
agreement specified a force structure of around 88,000 men for the South
Vietnamese Army, slightly more than Collins had recommended in Novem-
ber. That figure was to be attained by reducing the existing Vietnamese
armed forces. The French were to grant full autonomy to the South Viet-
namese Army by July 1955. General O’Daniel was to have full responsibility
for assisting the government of Vietnam in organizing and training its armed
forces, working under the French Commander in Chief, Indochina, who was
specifically recognized as possessing “overall authority in all matters per-
taining to the strategic direction of French and Vietnamese armed forces
and to the security of Vietnam against external aggression and internal
subversion.”?

Since the understanding embodied essentially what Collins had earlier
asked, it was hardly likely to be well received in Paris; Mendes-France
announced that it would have to be studied closely for possible conflicts with
the Geneva Agreements.™ Specifically objecting to the wording of the agree-
ment, the French submitted a revised draft which made no mention of
General O’Daniel’s authority in matters of training. A month of bickering
followed before the United States and France agreed on a compromise. The
French formally presented their version of the agreement to the Diem govern-
ment; an exchange of letters spelled out the promise of autonomy for South
Vietnamese forces and the grant of authority to General O’Daniel. On 12
February 1955, almost ten months after first proposing to train Vietnamese
forces, O'Daniel assumed responsibility for the organization and training
of the South Vietnamese Army. The signing of the Collins-Ely agreement
marked the achievement of a long-sought American goal, seemingly without
sacrificing French goodwill and cooperation, as indicated by the arrangement
for joint Franco-American training under the overall authority of General Ely
but the direct command of General O’'Daniel.

On 3 December 1954, even before the formal adoption of the Collins-Ely
agreement by the French and American governments, Collins and Ely directed
General O'Daniel to establish a skeleton staff for the new binational training
organization, tentatively designated the Advisory Training and Organization
Mission.* Three days later a skeleton staff of five French and five American

¥Am Embassy, Saigon, to State Dept, 13 Dec 54, 751G.00/12— 1354, records of Dept of State.

*The Joint Chiefs of Staff and the War in Vietnam, p. 71.

*“Monthly Rpt of TRIM Activities, Rpt No. 1, 3 Dec 54 Through 28 Feb 55, Attachment to
MAAG Monthly Activities Rpt No. 27 for Feb 55, 15 Mar 55, 370.2, records of MAAG Indochina,
RG 334.
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Building a Vietnamese Army

were often absorbed into headquarters staff work or administration in Saigon
rather than being returned to field commands.*' Many company grade officers
also appeared to believe that what they had learned in the United States
could not easily be applied in Vietnam. As an American adviser recalled,

One day during Eractice in firing the 60 mm. mortar I was rather appalled at
the complete lack of organization of the class. For example there would be
ladies, in their large straw conical hats, out selling bowls of soup and other
things to nibble on right in among the class . . . that type of thing. The
lieutenant in charge had a 45 automatic stuck in his back pocket, no belt, no
holster or anything of that nature. And finally at the conclusion of the day I
went to this lieutenant and asked him, “You're just back from Fort Benning
aren’t you?”’ and he said, “Yes, sir.” “You had mortar instruction at Fort
Benning?” “Yes, sir.” And I said, “Well, what do you think? How do you
compare the instruction you just finished giving with that which you received
at Fort Benning?” and his answer was “Oh, it was much better at Fort
Benning.” So I said, “Why?" and he said, “Well, sir, that was Fort Benning
and this is Vietnam.”"*?

By the end of 1956, there were four major school systems in operation
within South Vietnam. The army’s basic training center at Quang Trung, near
Saigon, was then capable of handling over 9,000 recruits in its standard
sixteen-week course, and there was also an eight-week course for reservists.*
The school for senior officers, the Military College in Saigon, offered a “staff
course” for junior officers and a “command course” for field grade officers,
while the Dalat Military Academy provided basic officer training for about 800
students.

The Thu Duc School Center, a few miles northeast of Saigon, housed the
major branch schools: armor, infantry, transportation, signal, administration,
engineer, ordnance, artillery, and quartermaster. All together they were capa-
ble of training about 1,700 officers and senior noncommissioned officers in
their respective specialties. In addition to reorganizing and expanding that
major training complex, the advisory group established a physical training
and ranger school at the coastal town of Nha Trang for 75 to 100 students and
an intelligence and psychological warfare school in Saigon.*!

The school system was sound in concept, but its actual effectiveness
varied according to the ability of the instructors and students assigned, the
resources available, and the capacity of the school. The commanding general
of the Quang Trung Training Center, for example, was described by the U.S.
Army attache as a “pompous, fat, stupid man ... who will do anything to
increase his personal fortune.” He was reportedly financing a brothel run by
his mistress, an act that allegedly scandalized the general’s fellow officers
“not so much because of his interest in a business venture but because he

“nterv, author with Ruggles, 24— 25 Feb 79.

“Interv, author with Dannemiller, 10 Mar 80.

“IBriefing by Brig Gen Tran Van Don for Australian Parliamentary Delegation, 6 Dec 56, Folder
5, Williams Papers.

*Ibid.; Training Directorate, HQUSMACYV, History of the U.S. Training Effort: Development of
the Training Directorate, May 1970, pp. 18 — 20, copy in Historians files, CMH.
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THE UNITED STATES
ARMY IN VIETNAM

The United States Army in Vietnam, is a multivolume history of the Army’'s
involvement in the Vietnam conflict. Theseries treats a full range of topics, from
combat operations and advisory and pacification efforts, to logistics, communica-
tions, medical support, and e'ngirieer activities, to relations with the press and
decisions at the Department of the Army level. Three Advice and Support vol-
umes, of which The Early Years is the first, describe American endeavors to assist
and support the South Vietnamese in building an effective and self-sufficient

fighting force.
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