
Dr Christopher Coker cont. 
But there was also of course a very important thing called 
the 'limited ward option' that had been introduced in the 
1950's and this was the belief that where the US had 
failed in Korea to achieve more than a stalemate it could 
achieve success in Vietnam it could do that because it had 
a huge infrastructure of military bases around the world, 
where essentially it took an American soldier a week to 
get to Korea in the 1950's it took 72 hours to get to 
Vietnam in the early 60's it was possible to fly aircraft to 
Indo-China with refuelling from the United States 
which had not been possible in the Korean War, and there 
was also the belief that Korea, which had been heavily 
populated, was not the type of terrain that the United 
States should have fought in the 50's whereas this was 
jungle country, and the fact that there are practically no 
jungles in Vietnam is neither here nor there they thought 
it was jungle country, they felt that there were no great 
centres of population, and therefore you could use air 
power, which was very important. 

You could have an advantage that the enemy simply did 
not have, and air power was seen to be very much the 
icing on the cake of America's supremacy, and this was 
going to be - particularly from the point of Robert 
McNamara - a technology war, one in which US sheer 
know-how would prevail.' 

Tony McGrew. 
Some people would argue that this was - and did argue at 
the time - that this was McNamara's war I mean to what 
extent do you think that was the case? 

Dr. Robert Garson. 
I think it became McNamara's war as more and more ground 
troops poured into South Vietnam. I think in that early phase I 
don't think that was the case at all, really up until Tonkin it has 
to be remembered there were very very few troops on the 
ground. At the time of Kennedy's assassination there were 
some 16 thousand special forces there, it was regarded as a 
limited holding operation, and the American administration 
seriously believed that if there was sufficient military pressure 
applied selectively and carefully in various spots, then the 
North Vietnamese would eventually get to the negotiating 
table and sort out some kind of deal for coalition government 
in Vietnam. It only became McNamara's war as the ground 
troops really began to pour in in late 65. 
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Tony McGrew. 
Well let's now hear then an extract from a radio newsreel 
from Washington, actually reporting from the time about 
the American build up. 

Radio Newsreel Archive News reader - Douglas Stuart 
Report by Douglas Stuart The United States is continuing a massive military build 
Source: BBC Public up in South East Asia in preparation for a possible 
Domain Communist counter-thrust in Vietnam. After spending the 
Dur: 1 '31" night in his State Department Office, Under Secretary 
CD NO: 28876 George Ball told a television interviewer "we are on the 

alert for any action," and Secretary of Defence Robert 
McNamarra declared "the United States is ready to meet 
any military challenge." 
At the White House, President Johnson greeting the 
United Nations Secretary General Uthant declared: 

President Johnson. 
This nation has acted, and this nation will always act 
when necessary, in self defence. Our actions have been 
and will be consistent with the principles and the 
purposes of the charter of the United Nations. 

News Reader. 
On Capital Hill, congress is moving swiftly to back 
President Johnson's military actions in Vietnam, and 
elsewhere in South East Asia. Two top Senate 
Committees armed services and foreign relations, have 
given overwhelming approval to a resolution empowering 
the President to use armed force if necessary to deal with 
the South East Asian crisis. They did this after Secretary 
of State Dean Rush told committee members that the 
torpedo boat attacks on American destroyers were no 
isolated incidents, "they are" he said "part and parcel of 
a continuing Communist drive to conquer South Vietnam, 
control or conquer Laos, and eventually dominate and 
conquer other free nations in South East Asia". 



Tony McGrew. 
Well that gives us a very real sense I think of how 
America was developing its military build up at the time. 
One gets a sense from this though that actually this was a 
war and in particularly the military build up, which was 
something beyond political control, does that strike you 
as a possible explanation for why the way took this 
escalatory direction in the 1960's. 

Dr. Robert Garson. 
Not really 1 think it was beyond political control in the 
sense that Johnson had the sense that the 
country was fully behind him, and therefore that he was 
not susceptible to those political controls in the first place. 
When the Gulf of Tonkin resolution was passed after the 
Gulf of Tonkin incident there were 1 seem to remember 
only two dissidents. So Johnson had this sense that the 
Senate was right behind him, and that he had carte 
blanche, and again we have to remember that this is an 
escalating war. So when the first lot of 
troops were sent in the Spring of 1965, it is some 30 or 40 
thousand troops, he never imagined at that point that he 
would have nearly 600 thousand troops, so at each point 
of escalation he does not believe it is gonna become a 
major political issue because 30, 40, 50 thousand troops 
at that point does not seem to be worth the headache. So 1 
think the politicisation of the war only occurs once there 
are literally hundreds of thousands of troops in Vietnam. 

Tony McGrew. 
Christopher so it's very much a kind of incremental build 
up in that sense, an incremental engagement. 

Dr. Christopher Coker. 
Well I think the nature of the struggle it was General 
Westmoreland the American military commander in this 
period once described it in his inelegant use of language 
as a dysynchronic war which meant that there were two 
wars going on which were not in synchrony which were 
not in synchrony with each other. 
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Dr. Christopher Coker. cont. 
One was a war on the ground to win the hearts and minds 
of the South Vietnamese people, aimed at defeating the 
Vietcong who were trying to win their hearts and 
minds with promises of land redistribution, whereas the 
Americans were urging the Saigon government to win 
their hearts and minds by offering land reform. And then 
there was a military campaign going on the ground 
against North Vietnam, and specifically in this period of 
the war attempting to stop the North Vietnamese army 
from running supply routes and using supply bases and to 
aid the Vietcong, and it was increasingly seen to be the 
only way you could do that was through bombing of 
North Vietnam, that was to happen a little later in the 
60's, so you have two wars going on, and the politicians 
and generals can't really agree which they should give 
priority to. And when they are in agreement they can't 
agree on the strategy that should be pursued. 

The military are rather inclined to put all the peasants in 
strategic hamlets or controlled situations which of course 
alienate them. The politicians are more inclined to follow 
sociologists who are giving them advice about how to aid the 
peasants in increasing their income, giving them a material 
interest in the survival of the South Vietnamese regime, and 
fighting two wars at the same time is like fighting a war on 
two fronts at the same time except this the two fronts are 
actually in Washington, not necessarily in Indo-China.

Dr. Robert Garson. 
One of the things we have to remember about this period 
is this sense of faith that is put in expertise, so when 
military experts and economists and demographers and 
sociologists were saying get the right formula and you 
can actually resolve the problem in Vietnam, the 
administration listened to them, because they believed 
that in the end they would provide the right solutions, and 
it's only with the sort of disintegration of military strategy 
in the late 60's that I think that these experts no longer 
enjoy the year of the administration and then the war 
becomes much more politicised. 

Tony McGrew. 
And of course one of the great turning points in that kind of 
disintegration was the Tet offensive during the Vietnamese 
New Year in January 1968, and during the offensive North 
Vietnamese soldiers almost overran the US Embassy in 
Saigon, the capital of South Vietnam. 
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