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B
y A

nthony H
artley 

T
ow

nsend H
oopes's inside story of the V

ietnam
 w

ar 
as it d

ev
elo

p
ed

 d
u

rin
g
 th

e K
en

n
ed

y
 an

d
 Jo

h
n
so

n
 A

d
-

m
in

istratio
n
s, is, n

o
 d

o
u
b
t, th

e first o
f a lo

n
g
 series o

f 
polem

ical m
em

oirs, and a fascinating one. B
ut its testi-

m
ony w

ill certainly be contradicted, and its judgm
ents 

o
n
 in

d
iv

id
u
als are a little to

o
 b

lack
 an

d
 w

h
ite to

 b
e 

true. In the V
ietnam

 dram
a it is clear that, for H

oopes, 
L

.B
.J., D

ean R
usk and W

alt R
ostow

 are the villains. In 
th

e cen
ter o

f th
e stag

e stan
d

s th
e H

am
let fig

u
re o

f 
R

obert M
cN

am
ara, the hesitant victim

 of his ow
n com

-
petence. U

p front shines the hero figure of C
lark C

lifford, 
w

hile, in the background the elder statesm
en of A

m
eri-

can
 fo

reig
n
 p

o
licy

 altern
ately

 ap
p
lau

d
 an

d
 lam

en
t. It 

w
as th

eir d
o
y
en

. D
ean

 A
ch

eso
n
, w

h
o
 first b

ro
u
g
h
t 

doubt into the m
ind of P

resident Johnson by the sim
ple 

statem
en

t: "T
h
e Jo

in
t C

h
iefs o

f S
taff d

o
n
't k

n
o
w

 w
h
at 

they're talking about." 
H

isto
ry

 w
ill m

o
d

ify
 th

is p
ictu

re, b
u

t H
o

o
p

es, w
h

o
 

w
as first D

ep
u
ty

 A
ssistan

t S
ecretary

 fo
r D

efen
se an

d
 

th
en

, fro
m

 1
9

6
7

, U
n

d
er-S

ecretary
 fo

r th
e A

ir F
o

rce, 
is an

 im
p
o
rtan

t w
itness. H

e can
 w

rite, to
o
, an

d
 so

m
e 

o
f h

is v
ig

n
ettes (e.g

., M
cN

am
ara an

d
 th

e P
resid

en
t 

stuck in the P
entagon elevator on the day of the form

er's 
retirem

ent I w
ill reappear in the history books. 

B
asically, this is a tale of m

ilitary defeat. H
oopes, in

 
his P

entagon niche, w
as one of the few

 civilian officials 
to

 co
n
test th

e eu
p
h
o
ria o

f th
e m

ilitary
 co

m
m

an
d
 in
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T
o
w

n
se

n
d
 H

o
o
p
e
s 

S
aigon. H

is m
em

oranda on the failure of the bom
bing 

of N
orth V

ietnam
 to stem

 infiltration into the S
outh are 

th
e b

est ex
p

lan
atio

n
 y

et g
iv

en
 o

f p
recisely

 w
h

y
 th

e 
p
o
licy

 o
f escalatio

n
 d

id
 n

o
t su

cceed
. B

u
t h

e an
d
 h

is 
like could not influence events until after the T

et offen-
siv

e an
d

 th
e arriv

al o
f th

e n
ew

 S
ecretary

 fo
r D

efen
se, 

C
lark C

lifford —
 a m

an w
ho had the P

resident's ear and 
w

as in a peculiarly strong political position. A
fter that, 

during M
arch 1968, things m

oved rapidly tow
ards the 

P
aris talks and Johnson's decision not to run again. 
In

 dealing w
ith the K

ennedy A
dm

inistration H
oopes 

renders a considerable service to history by em
phasizing 

th
e co

n
tin

u
ity

 b
etw

een
 its p

o
licies an

d
 th

o
se o

f its 
su

ccesso
r. F

o
r it is n

o
w

 b
eg

in
n

in
g

 to
 b

e ev
id

en
t th

at 

A
m

erican involvem
ent in V

ietnam
 w

as largely a result 
of the concern w

ith counterinsurgency that ruled the day 
in

 W
ash

in
g

to
n

. H
o

o
p

es h
im

self w
as attracted

 b
y

 th
e 

lo
w

-co
st co

u
n

terin
su

rg
en

cy
 strateg

y
 w

h
ich

 ev
en

 n
o

w
 

he believes "m
ight conceivably succeed." O

nce you had 
in

terest in
 co

u
n
terin

su
rg

en
cy

, it w
as in

ev
itab

le th
at 

S
o
u
th

 V
ietn

am
 sh

o
u
ld

 seem
 a su

itab
le p

lace fo
r field

 
ex

p
erim

en
ts. T

h
e p

o
in

t o
f n

o
 retu

rn
 in

 p
o
litical term

s 
w

as reach
ed

 w
ith

 th
e o

v
erth

ro
w

 o
f D

iem
. S

in
ce th

e 
U

n
ited

 S
tates h

ad
 en

co
u

rag
ed

 th
is rev

o
lu

tio
n

, it h
ad

 
to assum

e responsibility for the regim
es that follow

ed. 
T

he view
 from

 the P
entagon during these years w

as, 
o
f co

u
rse, lim

ited
. H

o
o
p
es's g

en
eral n

arrativ
e o

f th
e 

w
ar is b

ad
ly

 flaw
ed

 b
y
 h

is in
ab

ility
 to

 so
rt o

u
t V

iet-
nam

ese politics. H
is judgm

ent that "national aspiration 
w

as th
e h

isto
rical im

p
erativ

e th
at ex

p
lain

ed
 H

o
 C

h
i 

M
inh" is as question-begging as earlier judgm

ents about 
M

ao
. B

esid
es, it ig

n
o

res th
e fact th

at D
iem

 w
as ev

ery
 

b
it as m

u
ch

 a V
ietn

am
ese n

atio
n
alist as H

o
. P

erh
ap

s 
it is the im

patience of the m
ilitary technocrat w

ith such 
political details that leads him

 to be rather cold-blooded 
about the possible fate of the S

outh V
ietnam

ese. "T
here 

is n
o

 d
o

u
b

t th
at su

ch
 a U

n
ited

 S
tates p

o
licy

 o
f w

ith
-

d
raw

al w
ill b

e ex
trem

ely
 p

ain
fu

l fo
r sev

eral strata o
f 

S
o

u
th

 V
ietn

am
ese . . ." Q

u
ite, b

u
t th

is is th
e sam

e 
lan

g
u
ag

e u
sed

 to
 g

lo
ss o

v
er u

n
p
leasan

t reality
 th

at 
H

o
o
p
es d

ep
lo

red
 in

 th
e Jo

h
n
so

n
 A

d
m

in
istratio

n
. A

n
d
 

th
e sam

e m
ig

h
t b

e said
 o

f h
is b

elief th
at th

e "ad
v
erse 

consequences" of A
m

erican w
ithdraw

al from
 V

ietnam
 

can
 b

e m
itig

ated
 b

y
 "ad

ju
stm

en
ts, reassu

ran
ces, an

d
 

perhaps added U
.S

. effort in places like T
hailand, K

orea 
and Japan." In its ow

n w
ay this book also dem

onstrates 
the disastrous lack of political understanding w

hich has 
haunted A

m
erican policy in S

outheast A
sia. 
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