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The impression is grows-
ing here that North Viet-
nam’s capacities for sus-
tained challenge in South
Vietnam have been under-
estimated and perhaps
misjudged as badly as they
were during the engage-
ments in Cambodia and
Laos in 1970 and 1971.

Government officials are
extremely wary of discussing
current intelligence esti-
mates, or even comparing
them with the :
judgments of
a fortnight
ago. But the
sense of doubt
and f{orebod-
ing is contri-
buting to an ominous tension
in the capital while discour-
aging reports from Vietnam
keep rolling in.

There is anxiety about the
military estimates because
large diplomatic and polit-
ical stakes ride on them.
There is anxiety about the
forbearance of the American
public. And there is anxiety
about President Nixon’s
lhreatened retaliation if he
should come to feel betrayed
or trapped by events.

MOOD

Rarely is that wmood ex
pressed in so many words.
Congress is remarkably
placid about the war news,
probably because members
are confused and afraid to
make matters worse.

The State Department is
engaged in technical quar-
reis with Hanoi about the

mostly meaningless pubtlic
statements on negotialing
lerms.

The White House, trying o
avoid the appearance of dis-
fress. was able to produce a
positive headline yesterday
with news of progress in the
arms control talks.

TENSION
» But the tension grows as
the war news points in one
direction while Mr. Nixon
stiffens his threats and com-
mitments in another. Sun-
day night the President
raised a warning of more
bombardment of North Viet-
nani, even though most of
his advisers think the issue
must now be decided on the
ground in South Vietnam.

The bases of the Presi-
dent’s sturdy resolve are the
encouraging reports that he
continues to attribute to his
battlefield commander, Gen-
eral Creighton Abrams.

In perspective, Mr. Nixon
sald again Sunday night.
“We can expect some rays
when the news may he a
South Vietnamese setback
and other days when 1t wiil
be otherwise.” And indeed,
some solace is drawn here
from the heroic resistance
offered by at least some of
Saigon’s troops.

RETREAT

But the developments that
are. now being called com-
forting are mnot at all the
comforts anticipated even
two weeks ago. And from
the perspective of a year.
even the President’s tough-
est assertions of endurance
contain a retreating defini-
tion of his military objec-
tives and South Vietnam’s
achivements.

A year ago, in defining
what he termed the success
of the effort to cut North
Vietnam’s supply lines
through Laos, Mr. Nixon ar-
gued that “as in Cambodia,
what is important is not the
instant analysis of the mo-
ment, but what happens in
the future.”

He said the South Viet-

“ker picture of the Laos ven-

namese had fought effective-
ly against the “very best”
trocps Hanoi could put m the
field. And he said the disrup
tion of enemy supply lines
and consumption of men and
arms had damaged North
Vietnam's ability ‘“to sustain
major offensives in South
Vietnam” even more than
had the earlier raids mio
Cambodia.
SUCCESS

“Consequently  tonight,”
the President asserted on
April 7, 1971, “I can report
that Viefnamization has suc-
ceeded . .. The American
involvement in Vietnam ig
coming to an end. The day
the South Vietnamese can !
take over their own defense |
is in sight.”

Without directly contra-
dicting those judgments,
however, some of the Presi-
dent’s aides painted a dar-

ture. They said American
military commanders had
badly misjudged Hanoi’s
ability to reinforce its major
fighting units and to supply
them with tanks and other
heavy equipment.
Nonetheless the new mili-
tary estimate that rein-
forced the American negoti-
ating position in secret talks
with Hanoi throughout 1971
was that South Vietnam had
won a long respite from ma-
Jor enemy challenge, proba-

bly through most af 1972

CONFIDENCE

Even as the North Viet.
namese offensive took shape
a month ago. the analysts
here were confident that the
enemy
only for a few weeks before
stretched supply lines and
poor weather took their toll.
Some setbacks in northern
South Vietnam were antici-
pated. but hy last week even
that threat was minimized.

But in recent days, it has
become clear that the North
Vietnamese are expending
supplies al a furious pace on
at least three different
fronts. including some far
from home. They are being
resupplied much more effec-
tively than had been thought
possible. and at least some
American field commanders
now think the offensive may
endure for quite a time.

Mr. Nixon, without con-
ceding any change of esti-
mate or expectation, is now
defining success only in min-
imal terms. Sunday night,
he cited Abrams’s “profes-
sional judgment” that the
South Vietnamese will
“hold” and deny Hanoi its
goal — “which, of course, is
to impose on the people of
South Vietnam a Communist
government.”

FAILURE

He went on to say the
North Vietnamese ‘“‘have ut-
terly failed” to rally the
South Vietnamese people to
their side and still ““control”
less than 10 per cent of
South Vietnam’s population.

In essence, the President’s
view of the battle now de-

pends on the estimate that |
the enemy offensive is a |

“desperate gamble” of lim-
ited duration that Saigon
needs only to survive for a
time in order to win at least
two more years of relative
calm.

The new fear among at
least some officials and ana-
lysts is that Hanoi has again
been underestimated, that
its campaign will be sus-
tained and progressively
more difficult to bear. with
unpredictable consequences
on morale in South Vietnam,
on the mood of the Ameri-
can people and the response
of the President.

could sustain itself



