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y m
ajor points to tw

o presidents 
and their advisers for loss in V

ietnam
 

D
ER

ELIC
TIO

N
 O

F D
U

TY 
L

yndon Johnson, R
obert M

cN
am

ara, 
the Joint C

hiefs of Staff, and the L
ies 

T
hat L

ed to V
ietnam

 
B

y II.R
, M

cM
aster 

H
 arpereoll ins; 446 pages; $27.50 

R
E

V
IE

W
E

D
 B

Y D
A

N
IE

L L. W
IC

K
 

W
 by and how

 did the U
nited S

tates 
b
eco

m
e in

v
o
lv

ed
 in

 V
ietn

am
's 

civil w
ar, resulting in the loss of 

m
ore than 58,000 A

m
erican lives, untold 

billions of dollars and the A
m

erican peo-
ple's traditional true in their governm

eqt? 
W

as it, as m
ost histqrians have m

aintained, 
the inevitable result of a "C

old W
ar m

en-
tality

" w
ith

 its in
siaten

ce o
n
 th

e co
n
tain

-
m

ent of com
m

unism
 at any cost? 

In his brilliant analysis of the originS
 of 

the V
ietnam

 W
ar, 'U

.S
. A

rm
y M

ajor H
.R

. 
M

cM
aster arg

u
es ag

ain
st th

e p
rev

ailin
g
 

view
: "V

ietnam
 w

as not forced on the U
nit-

ed S
tates by a tidal w

ave of C
old W

ar ideol-
ogy. It slunk in on cpt's feet." 

M
cM

aster, w
ho received his com

m
is-

sion in 1984 and served as com
m

ander pf 
an arm

ored cavalry troop in the G
ulf W

ar, 
observes, "I thought that to better prepare 
m

y
self to

 lead
 so

ld
iers in

 co
m

b
at it w

as 
im

portant to learn from
 the experiences of 

o
th

ers, an
d
 th

e m
o
st recen

t U
.S

. w
ar 

seem
ed as good a starting place as any." 

T
h
e resu

lt Is a p
en

etratin
g
 an

aly
sis o

f 
the gradual U

.S
. involvem

ent in V
ietnam

 
that places blam

e for the eventual debacle 
squarely on presidents K

ennedy and John-
- son and their key civilian and m

ilitary ad-
visers. 

A
fter the B

ay of P
igs fiasco, K

ennedy, 
never an adm

irer of the m
ilitary, sought to  

w
eaken the authority of the Joint C

hiefs of 
S

taff b
y
 ap

p
o
in

tin
g
 h

is o
w

n
 p

resid
en

tial 
m

ilitary adviser, retired G
eneral M

axw
ell 

T
aylor, a self-proclaim

ed expert on coun-
terin

su
rg

en
cy

 an
d
 au

th
o
r o

f th
e d

o
ctrin

e 
of "flexible response." 

K
ennedy later appointed T

aylor chair-
m

an of the Joint C
hiefs, w

here, says M
c-

M
aster, T

ay
lo

r co
n
sisten

tly
 d

isto
rted

 th
e 

ad
v
ice o

f th
e serv

ice ch
iefs, su

b
stitu

tin
g
 

his ow
q recom

m
endations op m

ilitary m
at-

ters. B
u
t th

e p
resid

en
t relied

 fo
r m

o
st o

f 
h
is m

ilitary
 ad

v
ice p

rim
arily

 o
n
 D

efen
se 

S
ecretary R

obert M
cN

am
ara and his team

 
of civilian "w

hiz kids." T
he C

uban m
issile 

crisis, generally hailed as a K
ennedy suc-

cess stgry, set a dangerousprecedent, M
c-

M
aster says, by causing M

cN
am

ara to be-
liev

d
 th

at "g
rad

u
ated

 p
ressu

re" sh
o
rt o

f 
w

ar, like the U
.S

. naval blockade of C
uba, 

w
ould w

ork effectively against any foe. 
G

raduated pressure in 1964 consisted of 
"border control operations, retaliatory ac-
tions, and graduated overt m

ilitary actions 
b
y
 S

m
ith

 V
ietn

am
ese an

d
 U

.S
. fo

rces 
against N

orth V
ietnam

," M
cM

aster says, 
the purpose of w

hich w
as to persuade H

a-
n
o
i to

 A
b
an

d
o
n
 its su

p
p
o
rt o

f th
e V

iet 
C

ong. 
A

m
id the adm

iration w
ithin the John-

son adm
inistration for the graduated-pres-

sure doctrine, the W
ar G

am
es D

ivision of 
th

e Jo
in

t C
h
iefs o

f S
taff o

rg
an

ized
 a w

ar 
gam

e in S
eptem

ber 1964 called S
IG

M
A

 II, 
w

hich attem
pted to predict how

 H
anoi and 

the yiet C
ong w

ould react to this strategy. 
T

he result, in retrospect, proved uncannily 
accurate: "F

rustration in the air cam
paign 

com
pelled the introduction of U

.S
. ground 

com
bat units into S

outh V
ietnam

.... U
lti-

m
ately S

IG
M

A
 II predicted that the escala- 

tio
n
 o

f A
m

erican
 m

ilitary
 in

v
o
lv

em
en

t 
w

ould erode public support for the w
ar in 

the U
nited S

tates." 

B
u
t th

e resu
lts o

f th
e g

am
e w

ere ig
-

n
o
red

 b
y
 th

e p
o
licy

m
ak

ers. Jo
h
n
so

n
 an

d
 

M
cN

am
ara co

n
tin

u
ed

 to
 m

arg
in

alise th
e 

Joint C
hiefs of S

taff, using it prim
arily to 

review
 decisions already m

ade. A
lthough 

o
p
p
o
sed

 to
 g

rad
u
ated

 p
ressu

re, th
e Jo

in
t 

C
hiefs w

ere unable to suggest alternative 
strategies. In part, this w

as due to interser-
vice rivalries. B

ut the joint chiefs, even af-
ter M

axw
ell T

aylor's departure to becom
e 

am
bassador to S

outh V
ietnam

, sim
ply did 

not have the ear of the president. 
"[Johnson] sought to avoid or to post-

p
o
n
e in

d
efin

itely
 an

 ex
p
licit ch

o
ice b

e-
tw

een w
ar and disengagem

ent from
 S

outh 
V

ietnam
. ... [B

ut] each decision he m
ade 

m
oved the U

nited S
tates closer to w

ar, al-
th

o
u
g
h
 h

e seem
ed

 n
o
t to

 reco
g
n
ize th

at 
fact." 

D
esperately trying to conceal the prob-

lem
s of the S

outh V
ietnam

ese regim
e and 

th
e in

creasin
g
 U

.S
. co

m
m

itm
en

t o
f m

en
 

an
d
 m

ateriel to
 its su

p
p
o
rt, Jo

h
n
so

n
 an

d
 

M
cN

am
ara, says M

cM
aster, tim

e and again 
lied

 to
 th

e A
m

erican
 p

eo
p
le an

d
 to

 C
o
n
- 

M
O

M
 'a

t-R
E

 ifC
D

O
N

 O
f D

U
TY

' 

gress: "L
B

J . m
isrepresented the m

ission 
of L

S
. ground forces in V

ietnam
, distorted 

the view
s of the C

hiefs to lend credibility 
to his decision against m

obilization, grossly 
understated the num

bers of troops G
ener-

al W
estm

oreland had requested, and lied 
to the C

ongress about the m
onetary cost of 

actio
n
s alread

y
 ap

p
ro

v
ed

 an
d
 o

f th
o
se 

aw
aiting final decision." 
T

h
e tran

sitio
n
 fro

m
 g

rad
u
ated

 p
res-

sure to the actual com
m

itm
ent of signifi-

cant ground forces in M
arch 1965 passed 

w
ith little notice. A

nd so the U
nited S

tates, 
w

ith
 n

o
 clear m

ilitary
 o

r p
o
litical o

b
jec-

tive, w
as draw

n into a w
ar of attrition that 

it could not possibly w
in. 

A
s M

cM
aster pointedly concludes: 

"T
he w

ar in V
ietnam

 w
as not lost in the 

field, nor w
as it lost on the front pages of 

the N
ew

 Y
ork T

im
es or on the college cam

-
puses. It w

as lost in W
ashington, D

.C
., even 

before A
m

ericans assum
ed sole responsi-

bility for the fighting in 1965 and before 
th

ey
 realized

 th
e co

u
n
try

 w
as at w

ar." • 
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A
fter this Jan. 10, 

1964, m
eetin

g
 

w
ith D

efense 
S

ecretary R
obert 

M
cN

am
ara 

(right), P
resident 

Johnson 
approved covert 
operations 
against N

orth 
V

ietn
am

 


