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The Center for the Study of Intelligence

(U} The Center for the Study of Intelligence (CSI) was founded in 1974 in
response to Director of Central Intelligence James Schlesinger’s desire to create
within CIA an organization that could “think through the functions of intelli-
gence and bring the best intellects available to bear on intelligence problems.”
The Center, comprising: professional historians and experienced practitioners,
attempts to document lessons learned from past activities, explore the needs and
expectations of intelligence consumers, and stimulate serious debate on current
and future intelligence challenges.

(U) To carry out its mission, CSI publishes Studies in Intelligence and books and
monographs addressing historical, operational, doctrinal, and theoretical aspects
of the intelligence profession. It also administers the CIA Museum and main-
tains the Agency’s Historical Intelligence Collection.

Comments and questions may be addressed to:

Center for the Study of Intelligence
Central Intelligence Agency
Washington, DC 20505
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Central Intelligence Agency
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Deputy Director for Plans
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INTRODUCTION
The Cork in the Bottle

e ...

The day before his inauguration as president of the United States, John F.
Kennedy met President Dwight D. Eisenhower and several cabinct officers at
the White House. Kennedy had solicited the meeting, partly for cosmetic rea-
sons—“reassuring the public as to the harmony of the transition”—but also
because he was, in his own words, “anxious to get some commitment [rom the
outgoing administration as to how they would deal with Laos.” Receiving
Kennedy in the Cabinet Room on 19 January 1961, Eisenhower and his advis-
ers had more to say about the tiny country’s strategic importance than about
specific means of keeping the “cork in the bottle,” as they put it, to prevent
communist dominion over most of the Far East.'

The Western-oriented Royal Laotian Government (RLG) was threatened
both by an army mutiny and by a North Vietnamese-sponsored communist
insurgent movement, the Pathet Lao. The mutinous RLG units were the
army'’s best, certainly capable of taking on the best of the dissident forces. But
most of the army reflected the lethargy of its officer corps, which was drawn
from the colonial elite that had served the French, and now lacked either the
energy or the legitimacy for effective leadershipm

Well aware of its own military impotence, the RLG feared that asking the
Southcast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) to intercede would only pro-
voke further North Vietnamese incursions. Eisenhower recognized Laotian
anxiety, but thought that if the country fell to the communists, “it would bring
unbelievable pressure to bear on Thailand, Cambodia, and South Vietnam.”
He considered Laos so important that, in the words of one Kennedy adviser,
“If it reached the stage where we could not persuade others to act with us, then
he would be willing, as a last desperate hope, to intervene unilaterally.” ?

It seems that Kennedy had to wait until he took office to learn of the airlift
of weapons and equipment already on its way to a tiny village perched on one

! Memoranda by participants at the meeting, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1961-1963,
Volume XXIV, The Laos Crisis (herealler cited as FRUS [961-1963), 19-25 |:|
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of the mountains covering northern Laos. In fact, the departing administration
had already come upon a partial solution to the dilemma posed by its twin
objectives, keeping the “cork in the bottle” while avoiding the risks of overt
military intervention. Kennedy now accepted the Eisenhower formula: If nei-
ther the RLG nor America’s SEATOQ partners wanted joint action, Washington
would find surrogates to take up this latest challenge by the Sino-Soviet axis.

Two such surrogates appeared in the conjunction of an Iron Age tribe, then

known to outsiders as the Meo, and|

|

il'he Meo, a bitterly anti-
Vietnamese mountain people, had migrated from Yunnan Province in south-
ern China. Numbering perhaps 500,000 in Laos, they became the core of an
irregular force that fought the North Vietnamese Army until February 1973,
when a Laotian cease-fire followed the agreement with Hanoi on terms to end
the war in South Vietnam. Under their charismatic, mercurial leader Vang
Pao, the Meo—more properly known as the Hmong—-—cvolved from a hit-and-
run guerrilla outfit into light infantry operating in regimental strength.’ [:l

3 Ibid., 25. Emphasis in original. Secretary of Defense McNamara, in a note to Kennedy on 24
January, recalled Eisenhower as having “adviscd against unilatcral action by the United States in
connection with Laos.” (See FRUS 1961-1963, 41.) More generally, this episede illustrates how
complicated and elusive the truth can be even about an apparently straightforward point of fact.
Kennedy, too, recalled the president as having favored military intervention, and so did Dean
Rusk. Even more indeterminate is what Eisenhower's words, whalever they were, signaled about
what he would have done were he not leaving office. Richard Nixon, then his vice president,
noted how the president’s frequent “enthusias[m] aboul half-baked ideas in (he discussion slage”
contrasted with his decisionmaking style, that of the “coldest, most unemotional and analytical
man in the world,” (Fred 1. Greenstein and Richard H. Immerman, “What Did Eisenhower Tell
Kennedy About Indochina? The Politics of Misperception,” The Journal of American History 79,
no. 2 [September 19921.)

J
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The Agency initially aimed its paramilitary activity in Laos at saving that
country from domination by North Vietnam and by Hanoi’s own Laotian sur-
rogate, the Pathet Lao. Indeed, the preservation of a noncommunist Laos
remained an American objective until the collapse of South Vietnam rendered
the question moot in May 1975. But the emphasis changed over time. Until
1964, the main point of contention arose from North Vietnam’s failure to
withdraw any significant forces from Laos, while US-supported military pro-
grams there sought to resist Hanoi's encroachments.

As the United States committed airpower to South Vietnam in 1964, and
then ground troops in 1965, American policymakers increasingly saw Laos as
a sideshow to the larger struggle between Saigon and Hanoi. In this secondary
theater of operations, the antagonists’ strategic positions reversed the situation
found in Vietnam. In South Victnam, mobilc Vict Cong and North Vietnam-
ese units bedeviled Saigon's road-bound heavy infantry, while in Laos,
Hmong irregulars flitted over mountain trails or moved by air to occupy key
high ground and to harass Hanoi’s tanks and artillery. This reversal of roles
also reversed the seasonal alternation of tactical advantage in Laos. The North
Vietnamese Army (NVA)} advanced during the dry season, usually early
November to late May, and gave ground o Hmong operations when the rains
washed out the primitive road system.*

Expanded Hmong forces |

|defended Hmong territory in the mountains of the

northeast and diverted substantial North Vietnamese forces from South Viet-
nam. Meanwhile, with the creation of ethnic Lao guerrilla battalions in the
Laotian Panhandle, CIA began in 1968 to contest Hanoi’s use of Laotian terri-

tory as a supply route to South Vietnam and Cambodia.|

The CIA station in Vientiane functioned as the ambassador’s executive
agent for the conduct of the war. Its role stemmed from reluctance in both

+ Betwecn 1996 and 2000, Bill Lair provided voluminous information, in the form of interviews
and writlen notes, on his own participation in the war in Laos. Subsequent references
to this material cite “Bill Laic.”

5 The official name of Hanoi's army is the People’s Army of Vietnam. The term was seldom used
by US officials during the war, and this volume follows their practice of referring to it as the

NVA%
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Laos ground war, 196 ]-75.D

Washington and Vientiane to end Laotian neutrality. This would have abro-
gated the 1962 Geneva Agreements, which prohibited all foreign powers but
the French from maintaining a military presence in Laos. Overtly committing
US combat forces or even military advisers would imperil the basis for a
negotiated peace, somcthing the Kennedy administration shrank from doing.
The upshot was that, in addition to deploying its own paramilitary resources,
CIA often found itself mediating between the Vientiane embassy and MACV
in Saigon. In this capacity, it worked to preserve the ambassador’s authority

SECRET/MR
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over covert Laotian operations while also trying to get MACV to support

‘them, especially with combat air.

These efforts were generally successful, though occasionally only with
White House intervention. The US Air Force and Navy provided indispens-
able air support to the irregulars, who bore most of the burden of ground com-
bat in Laos. Together, they compensated for the lassitude ‘and incompetence,
born of weak, corrupt leadership, of the government’s rcgular army, the
Forces Armées Royales (FAR). When large-scale operations ended with the
cease-fire of February 1973, the Royal Laotian Government controlled nearly
as much of its territory as it had in 1962, at the time of thc Geneva Agree-
ments. Irregulars in the north had tied down as many as two divisions of
Hanoi’s (roops while those in the Panhandle had supplemented massive US
Air Force bombing with vigorous, if brief, forays into thc Ho Chi Minh Trail

network.D

The 1973 status quo in Laos survived until the fall of Saigon in May 1975,
which brought collapse also in Vientiane and in Phnom Penh. But ultimate
failure, in Laos at least, is an inadequate criterion by which to judge the qual-
ity of the effort devoted to a lost cause. CIA’s performance there was certainly
not without flaws, but the story of the “secret war” in Laos reveals an admira-
ble record of flexible, economical management and sound tactical judgment.
An cven more remarkable aspect of that record is the Agency's steady, prag-
matic accommodation of cultural sensitivities and of amorphous, competitive
command relationships—Lactian, l:l and Amcrican. Finally—though
doubtless important only to those who were there—the program became for
nearly all its CIA participants the adventure of their professional lives.”| |

? who ran one of the Panhandle programs, expressed the consensus: An entry-
level officer found it “pretty heady stuff” to be out at the end of the line in Laos. He was his own

hoss, with his own airplane, and had cargo aircraft and helicopters on call to support the thousand-

,add irregulars who depended on him for everything—pay, food and supplies, (raining, ordnance,

communications, and tactical directionl
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PROLOGUE

Despite a chronic, uneasy sense of the fragility of their creation, US policy-
makers saw the first five years of the Ngo Dinh Diem regime as an unqualified
success. North Vietnamese invasion had been deterred, and Diem was consol-
idating his control of the South Vietnamese countryside. The little kingdom of
Laos mattered only as a potential domino, threatening its neighbors only in the
event of North Vietnamese or communist Chinese invasion or subversion.

In January 1960, what might be called the first Tet offensive challenged
these illusions when coordinated Viet Cong attacks on rural outposts began a
process of whittling away at Diem’s hold on the countryside. By this time, in
Laos, a government far weaker than Diem’s was losing ground to the commu-
nist Pathet Lao. In August 1960, the army’s best combat unit mutinied. The
coup created a base of military support for neutralist elements led by Prince
Souvanna Phouma and set the stage for the conflict that followed

From 1955 until the 1960 coup, CIA covert action in Laos had concentrated
on the search for enlightened elements within the tradional elite that it could
support in a process of political modernization. This effort, like the one in
South Vietnam, aimed at developing leadership whose genuine nationalism
would not prevent it from accepting Agency guidance as it set out to win the
consent of the governed. The 1960 coup nullified these efforts, and CIA,
along with the rest of the US foreign policy establishment, now devoted itself
to supporting military resistance to the threat of a communist takeover.D

SECRET//MR
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CHAPTER ONE

Everybody’s Pawn

e ——————

Dien Bien Phu, where Ho Chi Minh’s Viet Minh defeated the French Expe-
ditionary Force in May 1954, lies only a few 'miles from Vietnam’s border
with northeastern Laos. Once a substantial power on the Indochinese penin-
sula, the Kingdom of Laos collapsed in the 18% century, splintering into three
petty kingdoms that survived by appeasing their stronger Vietnamese and Thai
neighbors. The French reassembled the country when they imposed a protec-
torate in 1893 and ruled it until 1950, when they gave it independence more
nominal than real. At the end of the First Indochina War, four years later, the
tiny country had not ruled itself in more than 200 years. '\:’

By mid-1954, the Laotian communist front, the Pathet Lao, with help from
Hanoi, had taken over de facto control of the two northern provinces of
Phong Saly and Sam Neua.? Backed and essentially controlled by the Viet’
Minh, the Pathet Lao soon dominated parts of other provinces as well. There
were as yet few signs of tension between the Soviets and the Chinese, and
international communism still loomed as an alarming ideological specter,
monolithic and full of revolutionary fervor. From this perspective, vulnerable
Laos represented a potential “domino,” which, if toppled by either North -
Vietnam or the People’s Republic of China, could fall on any of its four non-
communist neighbors.? '

. The Geneva Accords of July 1954, which accepted Viet Minh control of
North Vietnam, neutralized Laos under a regime to be monitored by an Inter-
national Control Commission (ICC). The United States refused to sign the
accords, which it regarded as unduly accommodating to the communists, but it
promised to observe them and to help punish anyone who did not.4| |

! Columbia Electronic Encyclopedia, entry on LaosD

2 Sam Neua was also known as Houa Phan, Contemporary transliterations are Phong Sali and Hua
Phan,

3 Two authorities on Laotian politics in the 1950s and 1960s are Arthur Dommen, Conflict in
Laos: The Politics of Neutralization, and Charles A. Stevenson, The End of Nowhere: American
Policy Toward Laos since 1 954{:1

SECRET//MR
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Chdpter One

An early test of the neutrality formula came when the intransigent Pathet
Lao regrouped its forces in the north, adding overt military occupation to its
political control of Phong Saly and Sam Neua. The Laotian cabinet, the neu-
tralist Prince Souvanna Phouma among its members, unanimously requested
Western military intervention to recover the two provinces. The French and
the British “raised such a howl,” as a Senate staff report put it, that the secre-
tary of state John Foster Dulles declined to comply. Nevertheless, although
ruling out direct intervention, Washington now decided on a major effort to
turn Laos into a buffer, confining the communists to the mountains of the
north while a friendly government controlled the Mekong Valley -borders with
Thailand and Cambodia.§ |

This effort took the form of a military assistance and advisory program
that circumvented the provisions of the Geneva Accords prohibiting any for-
eign military presence other than a residual French mission. Called the Pro-
gram Evaluation Office (PEO) and nominally a part of the economic aid
program, it surreptitiously equipped and trained regular units of the Forces
Armées Royales.\ [in these early years, operated more in the
political arena, concentrating on covert action designed to popularize the
Vientiane government. But it kept a weather eye out for opportunities in the
paramilitary sphere, and in 1955 had already considered clandestine support
to the Hmong, mountain tribesmen previously allied with the French against
the Viet Minh.5| |

| After some success
with harassment operations in Pathet Lao—controlled Phong Saly and Sam
Neua Provinces, the program was suspended in November 1957 when new
Prime Minister Souvanna Phouma reached a short-lived agreement with the
Pathet Lao.{j ‘

4

N

el

Regarding pronunciation: the “ph” in a Laotian name or word approximates the hard “p” in
English. Thus, Souvanna Phouma’s last name is pronounced “Pooma.” The “th” sound is also
hard; “Thong” is pronounced "Tong.”D

6
For a time, the Laotian military was known as the Forces Armées Laotiennes (FAL), but after
1960, it came to be referred (0 as the Forces Armées Royales (FAR). The latter term is used

throughout this volume,
?

_
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EVERYBODY'S PA WND

The deal would have restored the authority of the RLG in the two northern

- provinces in exchange for the admission of 1,500 Pathet Lao troops into the

Royal Lao Army. But the presence of Souvanna’s half-brother, Prince
Souphanouvong, in the Pathet Lao leadership did not suffice to allay mutual
suspicion. When the arrangement collapsed, the indefzitigable Souvanna
tried another tack, proposing to set up diplomatic relations with the Soviet
Union and to accept Pathet Lao in the Vientiane government. US objections
to this faded, in the absence of a workable replacement for Souvanna, who
over the next year negotiated an arrangement with the Pathet Lao that called
for a coalition government and an expanded National Assembly with 21 new

seats.SD

American acquiescence did not imply approval, but there was no alterna-
tive to trying to make the new arrangement work. In early 1958, assistant sec-

retary of state Walter Robertson proposed to exploit CIA’s flexibility with a

“crash program of village-level political impact projects,” designed to dis-
play both Vientiane’s concern for its people and the “reality of American
aid.” The Agency responded with two programs, one to ensure an anticom-
munist parliamentary majority, and the other to resist increasing Pathet Lao
military pressure.9D

These efforts reflected CIA’s core beliefs about Cold War strategy not only
in Southeast Asia but generally in the postcolonial world. On the political
side, the Agency thought it imperative for a threatened anticommunist govern-
ment, typically dominated by a traditional elite, to establish its benevolent—
even paternalistic—concern for the welfare of a predominantly rural popula-
tion. The military aspect focused on small, mobile units designed to operate in
enemy-held territory, challenging communist control and organizing civilian
resistance. The two might be combined, using military resources in rural civic
action programs designed to popularize the government and its army.D10 '

8

nd Lao are customarily addressed by their given names.D

9|

Letter from Deputy Under Secretary of State Dillon to the [DCI], 15 February 1958, Foreign
Relations of the United States, 1958-1960, Volume XVI, East Asia—Pacific Region; Cambodia;
Laos (hereafter cited as FRUS 1958-1960), 429. _

10 CJA never promulgated a formal doctrine for operations in thc Third World. The working
assumptions that guided such activity in Laos and Vietnam were shaped first by the tradition of
OSS support to partisan warfare in World War II and second by the experience of Edward Lans-
dale, an air force officer detailed to CIA, in the campaign against the Huk rebellion in the Philip-
pines in the early 1950s. Agency practice in Third World conflict often featured a search for a
charismatic leader who could mobilize his country’s political and military resources to defeat the
communists, Ed Lansdale recalled Allen Dulles’s admonition, on sending him to Saigon, to “find
another [Ramon] Magsaysay,” the Filipino leader with whom Lansdale had worked to dcfeat the
Huk insurgents.
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The communists’ 1958 victory did not, however, reflect popular enthusiasm
for the Pathet L'ao. The government had undermined its own prospects by
allowing several candidates to oppose the single Pathet Lao running in a given
district. At the same time, the very connection between the RLG’s sudden lar-
gesse and the electoral campaign seemed lost on some of its constituents. One
defeated candidate berated a group of voters for their ingratitude, only to hear
them complain, “You never told us we should vote for you,”?

Meanwhile, at least initially, the paramilitary effort enjoyed better results. A
joint effort with PEO, it began with so-called Scout Ranger teams formed
from regular army personnel. While they contested Pathet Lao consolidation -
of the northern provinces, these evolved into FAR’s 1 and 2% Parachute Bat-
talions. The most effective units in the army, they were as politically volatile
as the government they served; one of them would spark the 1960 mutiny that
led to the largest, most innovatiye program of irregular warfare ever con-

ducted by CIA. 3| .

A House Divided | |

1

Called the Committee for the

Defense of the National Interest (CDNI), it purported to represent a new spirit
in Laotian politics, immune to corruption and independent of the family-based
factions that treated the country as their private preserve. Although Phoui San-

- anikone, approved by Washington to succeed Souvanna, was himself a promi-

nent member of one of these factions, he claimed to share the CDNI “young
Turks’” commitment to transforming Laotian politics. More important to
Washington, he and the CDNI supplied the ardent anticommunism that Sou-
vanna seemed to lack. 4

The new movement, however, did not command enough National Assem-
bly votes to remove Souvanna, and Washington decided to intervene directly.

1n
12 Editorial Note, FRUS 1958-1960, 437|:|

13
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under “centralized coordination,” and all the witnesses interviewed by the
team asserted North Vietnamese support for the campaign. 18|j

‘Whatever Hanoi’s role, the level of violence receded in September, giving
the RLG and its allies a respite to try to deal with political turmoil in Vien-
tiane. A year of special powers granted to Phoui in early 1959 was coming to
an end, along with the term of the National Assembly. The Assembly’s con-
servative majority wanted Phoui’s special mandate prolonged, in order to
avoid an election and the possible defeat of incumbent deputies. The CDNI,
by contrast, wanted to challenge the leftists, and one of its most politically
ambitious members, Col. Phoumi Nosavan, told American diplomats in early
November that he had offered to run an election for Phoui, promising him, in
State’s words, a “tame Asscrnbly.””D

Impatient with the paralyzing factionalism of traditional Laotian politics,
Phoumi proposed to follow electoral success with a “directed democracy,” one
that preserved a constitutional, parliamentary system while compensating for
the limitations of “masses too ignorant for normal democracy.” State saw the -
dangers of both the status quo and the authoritarian bent displayed by CDNI’s

. impatient reformers. It accepted the need for a strong executive but worried
“that the young Turks might “kick over all constitutional traces and establish

[a] quasi-dictatorial regime.” How the Lao were to go about squaring this cir-
cle was left undefined.ZOEI

One reason for this omission may well have been the disarray among US
officials responsible for Laotian matters. The foreign affairs bureaucracy, with
each department or agency promoting its own agenda while guarding its juris-
dictional turf, paid little more than lip service to coordinating the farrago-of
political, economic, military, and psychological programs. Worse, the US
Mission in Vientiane found itself working at cross-purposes. PEO and CIA
supported the CDNI reformers while the ambassador—only nominally in
charge of Mission elements from other US agencies—and the economic aid
office backed Phoui Sananikone and his conservative allies.21|:|

’ h’houmi Nosavan looked like
the potential anticommunist strongman his country needed. In their view—
shared by the military in PEO—only a complete RLG shakeup stood a chance
of instilling in the RLG enough energy and discipline to compete with the

18 Editorial Note. FRUS 1958-1960, 649

19 [bid.; Telegram 970 From the Department of State to the Embassy in Laos, 2 November 1959,
FRUS 1958-1960, 645. ‘

20 State Telegram 970

21 Vientiane Embassy Telegram 1300, 8 November 1959, summarized in FRUS 19581960,
656-57. |
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communists. Ambassador Smith, however, maintained that extending Phoui’s
mandate for a year would give the anticommunist elements time to coalesce
into a coherent, progressive front. The Lao contenders saw and exploited this
disarray for their respective partisan purposes.

In early November, Ambassador Smith relayed to State a complaint from
‘ Prime Minister Phoui Sananikone voicing his fear of a CDNI-army coup sup-
‘ - ported by CIA. Smith and new economic aid chief John Tobler then collabo-
! rated on a telegram that, among other things, judged Agency efforts to be
undermining the Phoui government and US prestige in Laos. The situation,
they thought, threatened to lead to the “most dangerous and potentially disas-
trous course of events” for the future of Laos.zzi

The partisan zeal that drove|:;| relationships in Vientiane had never
been echoed at Foggy Bottom or Langley. Accordingly, State assured

Ambassador Smith of his authority over Mission subordinates; Smith was to
“confine operational relationships with CDNI to appropriate
operational measures fully coordinated by you.” At the same time, State
wanted Smith to understand Washington’s view of the CDNI as a construc-
tive and necessary presence on the Laotian political scene. In this context,
State suggested that Smith consider himself a possible target of manipulation
by the “astute” prime minister. 23\:}

The same message adopted a device that became a standard refuge of
American officials frustrated by the factionalism of their Indochinese clients.
i ' ~ The United States would not take sides, it suggested, nor would it urge on any
party a distasteful course of action. Instead, it would try to reduce the friction
| by encouraging a town meeting atmosphere, in which “all patriotic elements
1 - discuss their problems among themselves and work together in [the] greater
1 interest of [their] country.” The Lao, “if they are true patriots,” would
} acknowledge their dependence on the United States, the United Nations, and
L the Geneva signatories. ‘

Ambassador Smith replied with a bitter complaint about CDNI’s
}—“wrecking policy.” He defended Phoui and the “older
Sl [and] wiser” conservatives around him, and adopted the prime minister’s
oo arguments about the illegality of CDNI’s posture as a de facto political party.

2 Memorandum from Assistant Secretary of State Parsons to the Secretary of State, “Situation in
Laos,” 16 November 1959, FRUS 19581960, 667—69;[ l

! 2 State Telegram 1095 to Vientiane, 21 November 1959, FRUS 1958-1960, 675-77.
24 Tbid. The empty appeal to Lao patriotism, twice in one paragraph, suggests the depths of Wash-
ington’s despair;

1 ‘
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“Friction between young and old would be much easier to neutralize” if D
:activities were “confined to ‘appropriate operational measures fully
coordinated’ by me.”?

In this atmosphere, the mandate of the National Assembly expired on 25
December 1959. The army obtained the blessing of King Savang Vatthana—a
constitutional monarch who played his largely ceremonial role at the royal
capital at Luang Prabang—for a declaration of military rule until the creation

of a new government.

New Comity, Old Discord D

Whatever his sympathy for the CDNI, King Savang named only one mem-
ber, Brig. Gen. Phoumi Nosavan, to the new provisional government in early
1960, and the embassy still saw a “profound” breach between anticommunist
elements in Vientiane.]

and Ambassador Smith proposed to
a joint effort to reconcile the CDNI and Phoui’s Rally for the
Lao People. No one, however, saw the provisional government as capable of
real leadership, and Washington abandoned its preference for a year’s delay i
holding a national election.? D : ’

US officials thought the anticommunist slate perfectly capable of winning a -
fair election. ather naively believed that General Phoumi and
other CDNI leaders shared that view, but case officer Stuart Methven was dis-
abused of the notion when he visited the RLG’s election headquarters during
the vote count in late April 1960. There he found a Phoumi aide, Capt. Siho
Lanphouthacoul, recording the official count at the chalkboard. The numbers
were clearly tainted, for communist candidates were ostensibly running far
behind even in the Pathet Lao~dominated province of Phong Saly.”‘i:‘

¥ Vientiane Embassy Telegram 1491, 30 November 1959, FRUS 19581960, 680-83.

26 Editorial Note; Vientiane Embassy Telegram 1904, 2 January 1960, FRUS 1958-1960, 722-24;

77 Editorial Noté; Vientiane Embassy Telegram 2005, 13 January 1960, FRUS 1958-1960, 728,
731-32. The Laotian name of Phoui’s party was the Lao Hom Lao.,
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Siho met Methven’s reproach for this blatant fraud with a jaunty question,
“What is your year of birth?” The startled Methven gave it to him, and Siho
erased the number of Pathet Lao votes—a three-digit figure, at most—and
replaced it with a more generous 1,927. Methven assumed that Siho’s fraudu-
lent count was taking place with Phoumi’s acquiescence; at best, the general

‘had clearly done nothing to ensure the integrity of the electoral process.?

The Department of State worried that the vote-rigging would invalidate the
election in the international arena, but DCI Allen Dulles was inclined to treat
it more as a youthful prank. The end result was a new National Assembly
entirely without Pathet Lao representation, a desirable outcome certainly, but
a better omen had it demonstrably represented voter preferences.®| |

In concert with the British, French, and Australians, the US Mission in
Vientiane plunged into maneuvers designed to keep the CDNI from what it
saw as a potentially destructive bid by the military to dominate the new gov-
ernment. The noncontroversial Tiao Somsanith became prime minister,
Phoumi Nosavan settled for the defense minister’s portfolio, and the summer
began in relative tranquility.“l:l

Ambassador Smith left in May. His replacement, the genteel, judicious
Winthrop Brown,|

Nevertheless, the two quickly disposed of any residue of ill
eeling lcft behind by their predecessors and established a relationship of
mutual trust. ”E :

. Under new management and in a more cooperative atmosphere,l:l
began to expand its political organizing efforts to reach ethnic minority groups
traditionally despised by the dominant Lao.i /Stuart Methven
later recalled that, although nominally sponsored by the CDNI, the effort was

28 State Telegram 1921 to Vientiane, 26 April 1960, FRUS 1958-1960, 751; Stuart Methven,
interview by the author, McLean, VA, 26 November 1996 (hereafter cited as Methven interview).
Methven was:]case officer who provided advice and support to CDNI leaders.

2 Methven interview. Methven recalled thatl _____|continued to support CDNI organizing
efforts during the summer, and progress extended beyond provincial capitals into at least some
district towns, This provoked several instances of Pathet Lao harassment, but the fate of the
effort may have been presaged by a rally in the late spring at which the crowd was to symbolize
its call to “burn out corruption” by burning posters bearing that slogan. A sudden, unseasonably
early monsoon shower dampened the crowd and got the posters wet enough to prevent their
being set afire. '
30 State Telegram 1921 to Vientiane, 26 April 1960, and Editorial Note, FRUS 1958-1960, 51-52.

31 Vientiane Embassy Telegram 2850, 7 May 1960, FRUS 1958-1960, 76265 and passiml:l
32 Author’s recollection,
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an essentially unilateral CIA move
to make Laotian politics more inclu-
sive. It soon led to contact with one
of the few Hmong officers in FAR, a
French-trained captain named Vang
Pao. Methven remembered making
a goodwill gesture of US Army sur-
plus sweaters and blankets, 5,000 of
each, obtained from‘

and dropped by Air
America at Vang Pao’s sector head-
quarters at Nong Het, on the border
with North Vietnam.33\:|

The Kong Le Mutiny D

The Vang Pao contact had had no
time to mature when a new crisis shattered the government so recently cob-
bled together. On 9 August 1960, the 26-year-old commander of the elite 2
Parachute Battalion, Capt. Kong Le, staged a mutiny that quickly grew into a
full-fledged coup d’etat. The Lao concealed their planning fromi—_—r_—;] :
paramilitary adviser, to whom the rebellion looked like the result of exhaust-
ingly frequent deployment and niggardly material support. 34{:|

But Kong Le now set out a larger set of grievances. These included not only
the familiar theme of corrupt government by a privileged class but also resent-
ment at a heavy American hand in Laos and dismay at the internecine conflict
between the RLG and the Pathet Lao.35l:]

Kong Le, in uncontested control of Vientiane, demanded the government’s
resignation, and on 14 August Tiao Somsanith obliged him. Only the defense
minister, Gen. Phoumi Nosavan, refused to accept the government’s dissolu-
tion. He then began lobbying for US aid to help him crush the rebellion; first -
from Bangkok, where he took refuge after the coup, and then from his base in
the Laotian panhandle at Savannakhet. 36D

At this point, Phoumi had no more legitimate claim to power than did Kong
Le. Washington shrank from military action against a group of mutineers

3 Methven interview.

¥ Tbid. The White House understood Kong Le’s complaints to include two months of arrears in
the unit’s pay. (John S§.D. Eisenhower, “Synopsis of State and Intelligence Material Reported to
the President,”15 August 1960, FRUS 1958-1960,793) |

3 Methven interview.| |

% State Telegram 172 to Bangkok, 15 August 1960, FRUS 19581960, 794-95 and passimD
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whom no one had accused of communist leanings, and
who had not yet made common cause with the Pathet
Lao. Meanwhile, King Savang Vatthana accepted Kong
Le's dissolution of the old order when he named the
ever-resilient Souvanna Phouma to set up a new gov-
ernment. The working level at State thought this a pre-
scription for the speedy communization of Laos, but it
feared also that a Phoumi attack on Vientiane would
antagonize other anticommunist elements. It would also
alienate the British and the French, and it risked armed
Pathet Lao intervention on behalf of Kong Le. Perhaps
unwilling to admit, even to itself, that it wanted Phoumi
simply to wait things out, State’s Office of Southeast
Asian Affairs recommended that he confine himself to

The Lao might prefer a bloodless resolution, but
Washington found its patience tested by a growing per-  kongLe |
ception that Kong Le was, in Under Secretary Dillon’s
words, “a Castro communist-type individual.” No gov-
emment he controlled could be trusted, and State
wanted to get rid of him. But unleashing Phoumi was still not the answer, for a
military thrust toward Vientiane might bring in the Thai and the South Viet-
namese on his side, with Hanoi intervening on behalf of Souvanna, Kong Le,
and the Pathet Lao. This would only spark the civil war, and perhaps the divi-
sion of the country, which so far had been avoided.®®|

(Courtesy of Bill Lair)

The only alternative seemed to be to broker somie kind of accommodation
between Phoumi and Souvanna. On 23 August, a joint message from State,
Defense, and CIA directed, o assure
Phoumi that Washington regarded him as the principal deterrent to a commu-

¥ Eisenhower, “Synopsis of State and Intelligence Material,” 16 August 1960; Memorandum
from Director of the Office of Southeast Asian Affairs (Anderson) to Assistant Secrectary of State
(Parsons), “US Policy for Present Situation in Laos,” 17 August 1960; FRUS 1958-1960, 802-05.
The Joint Chiefs of Staff wanted to support a Phoumi military move to unseat Souvanna, whom
Adm. Arleigh Burke described as a “weak sister” (p. 813). Allen Dulles, by contrast, called Gra-
ham Parsons to say that he had “lived with a situation before where he was supporting someone
against [the government] constitutionally in office.” The United States should at least avoid tell-
ing “other governments that we regarded the Souvanna Phouma government as fully invested
constitutionally.” (p. 812)

* Memorandum of Discussion, 456* Meeting of the National Security Council, 18 August 1960,
and State Telegram 275, 5 September 1960, FRUS 1958-1960, 808-811, 831-32.|
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nist takeover. CIA was to promise Phoumi that he could count on the United
States to meet any reasonable request for financial and logistical support.”\:l

These assurances stoked the fervent pro-Phoumi bias of the military
officers in Savannakhet.[ [had fought with the
French Foreign Legion early in World War 11 and had suffered a throat wound
that reduced his voice to a rasping half-whisper. He had come to know Phoumi
at a French staff college after the war, and now,[ . |had been sent
to Savannakhet expressly to capitalize on their friendship. He and the PEO man
saw Phoumi as the only Lao capable of saving the country from neutralism and
eventual absorption into the communist bloc. But his troops had not been paid
for months, and 8 million kip promised by Washington was late. In an apoca-
lyptic cable of 21 August, proclaimed that, “without immediate financial
support [Phoumi’s] movement will collapse within one week.”40

Deliveries of money and rice staved off that fate, while the Lao continued
their intricate factional maneuvers. In a move that partly compensated for
Souvanna’s greater popularity in the countryside, Phoumi acquired a major
ally from the south. His new partner was Prince Boun Qum na Champassak,
heir to the petty kingdom that had ruled the lower Laotian Panhandle. On 10

' September, they declared their intention to oppose Souvanna as founders of a
Revolutionary Committee.

Having repudiated Souvanna Phouma, General Phoumi replaced Kong Le
as mutineer against a legally established government. Despite its distrust of
Souvanna and its nominal endorsement of Phoumi, official Washington
recoiled from sponsoring an insurgent to lead a sovereign, noncominunist
regime. Over the next three weeks, the United States looked for a compro-

¥ Lelter from the Charge in Thailand (Unger) to Prime Minister Sarit Thanarat, 24 August 1960,
FRUS 1958-1960, 82324,

#t “Synopsis of State and Intelligence Material Reported to the President,” 13 September 1960,

FRUS 1958-1960, 840-41;|
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mise formula, perhaps involving a royal convocation of the “principal per-
sonages of [the] realm” to form a coalition government that would exclude
Kong Le. 42

Shortly afier the Kong Le coup, Phoumi had occupied Paksane, on the
Mekong River east of Vientiane. The fragility of his troops’ morale was
exposed on 2} September, when Kong Le loyalists scattered the numerically
superior defenders, driving them back toward Savannakhet. Kong Le and, by
some accounts, the Pathet Lao were on the offensive elsewhere as well. Wash-
ington now began to fear that its relatively evenhanded approach to the Laotian
factions mught actually promote the disintegration of the anticommunist side.
Accordingly, on 1 October, State instructed Ambassador Brown to implore the
king to “take authority into his own hands and appoint [a] caretaker govern-
ment under royal decree.” If this appeal failed, Brown “should know that there
is strong and growing sentiment here [in Washington] to give exclusive and all-
out support to those able and willing to salvage at least that portion of the coun-
try centered in Savannakhet.”“‘j

The ambassador called on King Savang Vatthana at Luang Prabang, the
royal capital, on 6 October. Characteristically hesitant, the king declined to
remove Souvanna, and a frustrated Washington mandated one “last desperate
ploy” to “work through dnd with Souvanna Phouma as the legal facade of

[the] legitimate government and at the same time supporting Phoumi and

other anticommunist forces.” Souvanna was to get an ultimatum whose terms
included moving the government temporarily to Luang Prabang, doing what
he could to restrain Kong Le, and avoiding any negotiations with the Pathet
Lao until his position improved. Meanwhile, the United States would unilater-
ally pay and supply Phoumi’s forces in Savannakhet and northern-Laos.“*“E

4 State Telegrams 316 to Vientiane (16 September 1960) and 322 to Vientiane (19 September
1960}, FRUS 1958-1960, 84850, 856.

4 Mcemorandumn of Discussion, 460" Mecting of the National Security Council, 21 September
1960, and State Telegram 365 1o Vientiane, “Eyes Only Ambassader,” 1 October 1960, FRUS
1958-1960, 859-60, 869-71. Under Secretary Dillon said on 29 September that “it had now been
admitted thal three companies of Pathet Lao” had joined the Kong Le units at Paksane. (Memoran-
dum of Discussion, 461* Meeting of the NSC, 29 September 1960, FRUS 1958-1960, 868.

# Vientiane Embassy Telegram 683, 6 October 1960, and State Telegram 384 to Vientiane, 8
October 1960, FRUS 1958-1960, 883-88, |
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]

But

American hostility to neutrality for Laos was offset, for the moment, by lin-
gering hopes of bringing Souvanna into line. In addition, Winthrop Brown
and Gordon Jorgensen questioned Phoumi’s ability to hold the nation—or
even the south—against Kong Le and the Pathet Lao. Unless the United
States was prepared for war in Laos, Brown advised, Washington should now
just cut its losses, and “'make [the] best of Souvanna” as the only ‘alternative
to chaos or division.”s[ |

Disagreements and Miscommunicationm

Meanwhile, purswing a “last desperate effort” to avoid a military solution,
Washington sent the assistant secretary of state J. Graham Parsons and the
assistant secretary of defense John Irwin to Vientiane. There, they pressed
Souvanna to bring Kong Le to heel and to terminate all overtures to the Sovi-
ets. The prime minister was to halt negotiations with the Pathet Lao, resume
talks with Phoumi, and move the government to the royal capital at Luang
Prabang. Souvanna apparently allowed his visitors to think he would comply,
and Irwin proceeded to Ubon, Thailand, where on 17 October he encouraged
Phoumi to expect at least secret US support for a march on Vientiane and the
seizure of the government.’

By the time Parsons and Irwin got back to Washington, it was clear that
Souvanna was pursuing his usual ambiguous course. Once again, “for reasons
of expediency,” as a State telegram put it, the reluctant decision favored con-

5 Bill Lair; Vientiane Embassy Telegram 680, § October 1960, FRUS 19581 960, 876—78i

[ : '
7 State Telegram 384 to Vientiane, 8 October 1960; Memorandum for the Record, 8 October
1960 Vientiane Embassy Telegram 883, 8 November 1960; Editorial Note; all FRUS 1958-1960,

886-91,940,913 |
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tinving to try to work with Souvanna “as the constitutional and legally
installed Prime Minister.” |

One thing that made it expedient to maintain the status quo in Laos was the
confrontation with the Soviets over the civil war in Congo. At the United
Nations, President Eisenhower had just slapped Moscow over Soviet support
to a Congolese rebel faction, and Assistant Secretary Parsons, usually a hawk
on matters Laotian, thought it “would be tragic at this moment to have US
actions belie its words.” Even so, State wanted Vientiane to know that “this
expedient may turn out to be . . . temporary.”™

As State told Brown, leaving Souvanna in office was intended to “solve our
awkward political situation” while preventing him from manipulating Wash-
ington against US interests. Accordingly, on 19 October, Washington lifted the
ban on aid to Souvanna’s government after getting the prime minister to allow
direct US support of Phoumi's troops. At the same time, aware of Brown’s—

uncertain control over the Americans in Savannakhet, the

%)artment sent a foreign service officer to represent the ambassador there. '

It took only nine days for Washington to conclude that it had made a bad
deal. It now appeared that Souvanna was maneuvering to eliminate Phoumi.
Even if he wasn’t, State saw US support to Souvanna as destructive of anti-
communist morale in the face of a likely Pathet Lao offensive. When Ambas-
sador Brown finally acceded, on 17 November, to Souvanna’s removal,

- On 18 November 1960, Souvanna flew to Sam Neua, where he and Prince
Souphanouvong agreed to set up a coalition that included all factions, but
denied Phoumi and Boun Oum any access to cabinet positions. On the 20™,
the embassy reported Souvanna's departure at the head of troops intending to
rendezvous with Pathet Lao forces and capture Luang Prabang. This may well
have been a false alarm—-the notion of Souvanna at the vanguard of an attack-
ing army challenged the imagination, and no confirmation followed the

8 State Telegram 425, 18 October 1960, FRUS [958-1960, 91518, It appears that Vientiane
never did explicitly repudiate, to Phoumi, Trwin’s intimations of support for a countercou

® Ibid.; Bangkok Embassy Telegram 668, 15 October 1960, FRUS 19581960, 904-08.

10 State Telegram 428 to Vientiane (19 October 1960) and 466 to Vientianc (28 October 1960),

FRUS 1958-1960, 919, 934—-37:|

It State "[Fclegram 466; Vieatiane Embassy Telegram 938, 17 November 1960, FRUS [958-1960,
966-69; ‘ ’
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reported troop movement—but Washington had had enough. Phoumi’s troops
once again would get pay and supplies, and all “military restraints” on him
were lifted. Brown was instructed to solicit a request from the king that would
lead to a “substitute legal government or at least cover of legality” for a

regime change. '2|:| :

The State Department officer at Savannakhet briefed Phoumi on Washing-
ton’s new line, advising him to consult with Phoui Sananikone-—prime minis-
ter when Kong Le mutinied—about setting up a legal government that the
United States could support. Ambassador Brown protested that taking
Phoumi’s side would simply drive Souvanna—still the most substantial politi-
cal figure in Laos—into the arms of the Pathet Lao and the Soviets. ’3i]

This clash of competing goals roiled policy deliberations in Washington.
Defense sent instructions to PEO to encourage Phoumi to advance up the
Mekong toward Paksane, and Winthrop Brown implicitly threatened to quit if
State failed to put a stop to such end runs around the embassy. Foggy Bottom,
caught in the middle, fought with Defense about protocol even as it reminded
Brown that the military had to be ready for a US role in a possible Laotian

civil war, 14 D

The quarreling concerned protocol and mechanics, not goals. With Wash-
ington now irrevocably committed to Phoumi, Winthrop Brown loyally
rejoined the team. He focused on the danger of inconclusive action leaving
two competing governments, “with {the] United States supporting one and

-everybody else the other.” Accordingly, he endorsed a JCS directive encour-

aging Phoumi to combine military pressure on Kong Le with preparations for
a coup in Vientiane,'s

Meanwhile,@as busy trying to ensure, on behalf of Ambassador
Brown, that a successor government would meet American specifications.
Stoart Methven,lj}nain contact with CDNI, was instructed to tell
his contacts in Luang Prabang that the United States wanted no Pathet Lao
representation in a new cabinet. Souvanna could stay, if there seemed to be no
alternative, but not as head of government. And Methven was to get word to

assembly deputies still in Vientiane to find their way to Savannakhet, where
they could proceed to Luang Prabang by air, '5\:|

12 Editorial Note; Memorandum of Telephone Conversations, 21 November 1960; State Telegram
539, 21 November 1960; all FRUS 19581960, 972—75Q

13 Editorial Notes, and Vientiane Embassy Telegram 983,
977-80,982] |

1 Vientiane Embassy Telegrams 1042 and 1043, 2 December 1960; State Telegram 578 to Vien-
tiane, 2 December 1960; alil FRUS 1958~1960, 986-88] |

15 Vientiane Embassy Telegram 1081, 7 December 1960, FRUS 1958~1960, 991-93.D

November 1960, FRUS 19581960,
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The maneuvering to force Souvanna’s resignation stoked ar-
tisanship on Phoumi’s behalf and led him into what

regarded as outright insubordination, I:l'xad instructed him to postpone
the dispatch to Luang Prabang of the national assemblymen then at Savanna-
khet. @sent them anyway, via Air America, earning from Jorgensen a
stern though remarkably temperate rebuke.!”

Events now removed the cause of the friction between

On 8 December, the State Department set in motion the coordinated moves
necessary to replace Souvanna with Phoumi Nosavan. It instructed Brown to
move the rest of the anti-Souvanna assemblymen from Savannakhet to Luang
Prabang. Arms and ammunition to Phoumi-led forces would follow, and
another payroll would go to Savannakhet. On 9 December, Souvanna fled to
neighboring Cambodia, leaving the government in the hands of Quinim
Pholsena, a communist-leaning member of his cabinet.8

The Soviets moved to exploit their opening, and President Eisenhower was
informed that, on 11 December, four howitzers were unloaded from Soviet
cargo planes at Wat Tay Airport. But the US Mission in Vientiane had finally
delivered a National -Assembly quorum to Luang Prabang, where, on the 12%,
it passed a no-confidence motion in Souvanna’s government and endorsed -
Phoumi’s Revolutionary Committee. '?

Until the king issued a royal ordinance approving the new regime, the
country had no functioning government, a situation that the Pathet Lao and
its Soviet and Vietnamese patrons would surely try to exploit. But State stil}
had no officer in Luang Prabang, and it fell to\ [there to exe-
cute Brown’s order to get the royal ordinance and get it at once. The well-
connected Stu Methven contacted three anticommunist Assembly deputies
and impressed them with the matter’s urgency. The next day, 12 December,
they met him at noon, smiling at his palpable anxiety. “Is this fast enough and
legal enough for you?” they inquired, as they flourished a copy of Royal

Neo Lao Hak Sat (Lao Patriotic Front)

adopted by the Pathet Lao in 1956, The term Pathet Lao remained in common use, a practice fol-
lowed in this book!

17
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Ordinance 282, transferrin govefnmental power to General Phoumi’s Revo-
lutionary Committee.2°

The Battle for Vientiane (U)

With Thai support, Phoumi had already begun dropping elements of the 1#
Parachute Battalion at Chinaimo, a FAR garrison outside Vientiane. Deposed
Prime Minister Quinim Pholsena decamped for Hanoi, but Kong Le’s forces
still held Wat Tay Airport and the city. Phoumi’s forces reached the outskirts of
the capital on 13 December, and the city came under sporadic artillery and
other heavy weapons fire. Embassy families had been evacuated after the
August coup, but some staff were caught in housing scattered around Vien-
tiane. Ambassador Brown passed a perilous night as Kong Le and Phoumi
infantry twice “see-sawed through my front yard,” and[ |had
his house commandeered by Kong Le artillerymen who set up their howitzer
on his lawn.? ‘

Most of the Mission staff finally assembled at the embassy and at the com-
pound belonging to the economic aid mission, USOM. The chancery became
more a target than a shelter, because much of Phoumi’s fire was directed at the
Ministry of Defense, just next door. As Savannakhet forces pushed nearer and
.50-caliber bullets scarred the embassy walls, a recoilless rifle round demol-
ishcd! ):)fﬁce moments after] ad left it to see the
ambassador, The embassy was hastily evacuated; mosrorthe staff crossing the
Mekong for the trip to Bangkok, and no one remained in the embassy when
the shelling set it on ﬁre.ﬂl:,

On the morning of 16 December, teeming Vientiane had become an eerie
ghost town. Kong Le’s forces had abandoned the city, retreating to the north,
but Phoumi’s men were still nowhere to be seen on the streets, and the entire
civilian population had either fled or remained in hiding. Even the stray dogs
that infested the city had taken refuge. But the embassy was back at work in
its shattered building, using the emergency generator for power, andz

2 Methven

-had a genius for establishing, on very short acquaintance, relationships of trust with Third World

officials. |

2V Statc Telegram 617 to Vientiane, 10 December 1960, and “Synopsis of State and Intelligence
Material,” 12 December 1960, both FRUS [958-1960, 1002-04;

2 I

Iat home near Wat Tay when the firing started, spent threc days alternately

observing enemy activity at the airport and taking cover from incoming “friendly” artillery.
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Vientiane, Mid-December 1960

Firey in Vientiane as seen from near Wat Tay Airport

Phoumi armored car patrolling Vientiane
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Vientiane, Mid-December 1960

US embassy chancery

COS Jorgensen's office after the battle for Vientiane
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' \:’ participated in the Mission effort to spark vigorous pursuit of the retreat-

|
'.
|
|

ing neutralists.23

This effort included acerbic instructions from Brown to the Americans at
Savannakhet, where State’s man had joined I:lPEO as a Phoumi
admirer. They were to treat Phoumi’s reporting—veering from the giddily
optimistic to the grimly defeatist—with more reserve. Meanwhile, Phoumi
should push his lagging field commanders into quick and complete implemen-
tation of the tactical plan. EI '

!

Souvanna had yet to resign, something the Soviets exploited to justify
stepped-up aerial resupply of Kong Le’s columns. President Eisenhower,
declaring that “we should act vigorously, now that we have the cover of
legality,” favored using US |aircraft to supply Phoumi’s
advance.?

2 Author’s recollection,
24 b

I,—

28
26

In the week after Vientiane fell to Phoumi’s baitalions, intelligence reports described continuing
Soviet airdrops 10 Kong Le forces still moving north along Route 13. An Air America twin
Beecheraft witht}md a photographer on board searched the skics over Kong Le's
columns, and on 21 December found a twin-engine Soviet supply craft approaching a neutralist
drop zone. Photos showing the tail number and the “CCCP” initials of the Soviet Union soon

. appeared in newspapers around the world. If the publicity did not deter the Soviets, it did help to

quiet the British and the French, whose single-minded concern for political accommodation had
led them to discount the extent of Moscow’s intervention, (Recollection of the author, who was
n the Air America C-45.)
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Kong Le, still retreating, reached the junction with Route 7. Instead of pro-
ceeding north toward Luang Prabang, or using Soviet materiel deliveries to
turn on Phoumi’s desultory pursuit, he and allied Pathet Lao forces veered
east. On New Year’s Day, 1961, they drove the unprepared FAR defenders off
the Plain of Jars, the 500-square-mile plateau that comprises the most valuable
real estate in northeastern Laos. Soviet supply aircraft began landing there, at
the military airfield built by the French, and supply drops continued to dissi-
dent forces still bivouacked along the main roads.?

By this time, in early J anuary,l:l had accumulated considerable evi-
dence not only of Soviet supply activity but also of North Vietnamese troop
incursions. Nerth Vietnamese infantry was reported to have attacked Nong
Het, on Route 7 just west of the border. The loss of the Plain of Jars brought
the realization that the communist and neutralist forces now threatened to
expel the RLG from the entire northeast quadrant of the country.ZSI:’

Kong Le’s surprise dash to the Plain of Jars exploited the vulnerability of
northeastern Laos—essentially, Xieng Khouang and Sam Neua Provinces.
Except for concentrations of Lao on the Plain of Jars and in valley settle-

_ ments, this unending succession of vertiginous mountain ranges (the highest

peak reached 10,000 feet) was populated by tribes driven up from the low-
lands, over the centuries, by more numerous and better organized competi-
tors. The most cohesive of them, the Hmong—still commonly known as
Meo—were also the most combatively anti-Vietnamese. They had been cho-
sen by PEO and the Pentagon for a delivery of 2,000 light weapons to protect
their villages from Pathet Lao or neutralist pressure after the Kong Le coup
of 9 August 1960.2[ |

By January 1961, the threat had metastasized, as Kong Le consolidated his
hold on the Plain of Jars while isolated FAR units wandered the mountain trails
around it. The French, ordinarily blasé about any allegation of communist
designs on Laos, told a meeting of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization
(SEATO) in Bangkok that their sources in Hanoi reported 20 Soviet cargo air-

One later study said that, as of mid-January 1961, the 925" Independent Battalion of the NVA had
entered Laos, joining elements of the 325% Division that had chased FAR elements south from the
Plain of Jars. (See Kenneth Conboy, with James Morrisen, Shadow War: The CIA's Secret War in
Laos, 50, :

Y

The term Meo had no pejorative connotation for the Americans who used it, but they were aware
of reported Hmong sensitivity about iL. In the spring of 1961, asked by the author about proper
usage, Vang Pao dismissed oncemn. Meo was just fine, he said, and the name remained cur-
rent for several more ycamﬁ
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craft shuttling war materiel from China to Laos via Hanoi. The French also
offered evidence of a NVA presence in Laos, reporting that, on 5 January, one
of these Soviet planes had evacuated a wounded NVA officer from the Plain of
Jars to Hanoi. While the French could not document the presence of North
Vietnamese troop units, their SEATO representative had no doubt that techni-
cians and advisers now accompanied both neutralist and Pathet Lao units.mm

The only prospect for effective resistance in the northeast now lay with the
Hmong. With Souvanna's departure, the question of a uniformed American
presence had lost much of its sensitivity, but the Military Assistance Program,
with its long-term planning and rigid schedules, lacked the flexibility to
exploit the Hmong potential. The Pentagon had required CIA help to provide
even the 2,000 carbines delivered in late 1960. For PEO to launch a larger,
continuing program, with a leadtime of only weeks, was out of the question.
The US Mission in Vientiane did not even suggest this; instead, on 5 January,
it asked the Pentagon simply to provide World War [I-vintage B-26 aircraft to
fly armed reconnaissance over Laos and perhaps to execute “sneak’™ photo-
graphic missions over North Vietnam.”El |

Defense assented and set up Project MILLPOND, which also offered the
potential to bomb enemy concentrations on the Plain of Jars and elsewhere in
northern Laos. But Ambassador Brown and his PEO| }took
a sober—even alarmist—view of what overt military intervention might
mean. They saw it as leading to a “Korea-type limited war” and perhaps ulti-
mately even to World War III. They recognized that, whatever the scale of
combat, not much could be expected from the Lao, who “suffered from disor-
ganization and lack of common purpose within the government, the Army,
and the society generally.” The Mission admonished Washington to reexamine
the situation before entering upon either limited or total war, If the United
States were to take that risk, it would have to do so knowing that “half mea-
sures will not deter [the] Commies.””l:]

The Eisenhower administration, with less than three weeks left in office, was
not planning anything so ambitious as even the Korean war, let alone World
War III. Nevertheless, it saw the situation as a looming calamity. On 3 January,
Just two days before the cautionary cable from Vientiane, Eisenhower had said,
“If the communists establish a strong position in Laos, the West is finished in
the whole southeast Asian area.” Meeting with his national security team that
day, he also urged a continuing search for peaceful means to keep Laos under
Western protection. As we have already seen, however, Eisenhower intimated

30
Kl
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to Kennedy just over two weeks later that unilateral action might be the only, if
desperate, hope.”D

Talking to the Hmong: Enter Vang Paol:_'

Whether Eisenhower would have taken the risk he seemed to recommend to -
John F. Kennedy is, of course, unknowable. Certainly, both preferred some-
thing less fateful than the commitment of US ground troops to Laos. While

Washington awaited the arrival of the new administration‘l

engaged in informal discussions with Vang Pao. Then the deputy commander
of FAR’s Xieng Khouang district, he was about to replace the timorous com-
mander who had presided over the flight from the Plain of Jars.®[ |

As a Hmong, Vang Pao was one of the rare ethnic minority members of the

~ FAR officer corps. He had becn a member of the French Expeditionary Force

that fought the Viet Minh and, now a major, was the highest-ranking Hmong
in the army. Also, he had emerged as one of the most influential figures in the
loose federation of Hmong cians inhabiting the mountains of northern Laos.
These credentials had made him the obvious choice to supervise distribution
of the carbines furnished by PEO in late 1960.35D

Vang Pao was also the obvious candidate to lead any effort—political or
military——to keep Xieng Khouang Province under Vientiane's control. Having
proved his good will with the gift of sweaters and blankets late the previous
summer, Stuart Methven followed up with an offer of a military radio linking
Vang Pao with| | The radio link was never activated, but
when began looking for Vang Pao in early January, it had in Meth-
ven an emissary in good standing. 36\]

|

H From a joint

command post with the Royal Thai Army in a house near Wat Tay Airpot,
they were ready to exploit Methven’s opening to this most promising of the

Hmong leaders. The debris had not been entirely cleared from

demolished office when Lair began importuning:|for authority to
explore with Vang Pao the Hmong tribe’s potential for irregular warfare
against Kong Le and the Pathet Lao.¥?

3 Brig. Gen. Andrew Goodpaster, “Memorandum of Conference With President Eisenhower,” 3

January 1961 (drafied 7 January), FRUS 1961-7963, 5.
M

as

) ) ethven interview.

Y Rill Lair] u
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At this point, Stu Methven encountered Vang Pao at the Luang Prabang air-
strip, and Vang Pao asked for a Helio-Courier mission to locate a missing
friendly column, With Methven aboard, they flew southeast past.the Plain of
Jars until they saw a signal panel at Ta Viang, not far from where Soviet air-
craft were dropping supplies to Kong Le forces. The pilot found a rice field
long enough to land the Helio and, after the little plane bounced to a halt, Vang
Pao climbed out to rejoin his men.“lj

Before Methven left, Vang Pao eagerly accepted his offer to introduce a col-
league, an expert in matters of irregular warfare. The next day (probably 10
January) Methven brought Bill Lair to the bivouac site. They conducted a
bilingual session, Vang Pao using Laotian—comprehensible to a speaker of
Thai—with Lair, and French with Methven. Lair had as yet no authority to
discuss a program of military support to the Hmong but offered to drop rice to
Vang Pao’s beleaguered men.39i

Lair’s questions exposed his interest in Hmong resistance potential, and this
provoked Vang Pao to confide to Methven—still in French—the Hmong’s fear
of being abandoned by the Americans as they had been by the French in 1954.
Would the United States stay the course, if it began helping the Hmong, or did
he risk having aid cut off, at some point, and his people left to the mercy of the
North Vietnamese? To Methven, reneging on such a fateful commitment was
simply unimaginable, and he assured Vang Pao that any American commit-
ment would be honored as long as it was needcd.‘“’l:]

T |

lOn 14 January, Lair finally suc-
ceeded in'scheduling a mission for one of the newly arrived H-34 helicopters.
Its pilot] lan Air America pilot, had no
knowledge of the terrain, and Lair feigned intimate familiarity with it in order
to calm the young man’s evident nervousness. At takeoff in midafternoon,
Lair were startled by the Sikorsky’s shuddering roar;
even in level flight, it seemed to be trying to shake itself apart.¥ '

% Methven interview. The cxact chronology of the first contacts with Vang Pao in January 1961 is
uncertain. One cable says that Lair—no mention of Methven—was at Ta Viang on 9 January.
Other references give 10 January as the first meeting with Vang Pao in the context of a Hmong.
resistance. Thirty-five years later, Lair did not remember being introduced 1o Vang Pao by Meth-
ven; he recalled instead flying to Ta Viang in an H-34|

39 Methven intervicw;l |
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As the H-34 hovered over the Ta Viang landing pad, its main rotor kicked
up a choking cloud of dust that almost obscured the setting sun. Lair had
strict orders not to stay overnight, and the pilot was threatening to leave with-
out him, so he left Jto find Vang Pao as he returned
to Vientiane.*?
| He
and Vang Pao had talked nearly all night, and joined the consensus
about Vang Pao: “This is the man we’ve been looking for.” Lair confirmed

|that now he could discuss the specifics of an armed Hmong

resistance and boarded the helicopter for another flight, this time to a new and
mare secure bivouac at Muong Om. 43

Vang PaE:lgreeted Lair, who was again struck by the boyishness
of the Hmong leader’s animated face, with its round shape and narrow, Mon-
golian eyes. After a characteristically voluble welcome, Vang Pao led the way
to the meeting site, on a bank high over the Nam Sane. The meeting exhibited
the collective quality of Hmong life. His FAR subordinates, village elders, and
ordinary mountain men crowded around Vang Pao as he introduced his visitor.
He began the proceedings with a stemwinding oration—in the Hmong lan-
guage, but with enough Lao vocabulary for Lair to follow its thrust—about
the imperative for the Hmong people to preserve their way of life aga;nst the
predatory Vietnamese.

The oration called up memories of Vietnamese abuses, and Vang Pao told
of Hmong old women he had seen forced to drag logs to a sawmill. One lis-
tener, overcome with emotion, leaped to his feet, lost his balance, and fell to
his death into the torrent below. This seemed only to intensify the emotion
generated by Vang Pao’s fiery rhetoric, and, when the speech came to an end,
Lair already knew the answer to his first question: With the communists and
neutralists installed on the Plain of Jars, what exactly did the Hmong people

want to do? |

Vang Pao made it explicit. The Hmong had just two alternatives, either flee
to the west or stay and fight, and he and his people wanted to stay. He had
10,000 men, he said. Adequately armed and trained, they could hold the
mountains in most of Xieng Khovang and even Sam Neua Provinces, harass-
ing enemy activity along the roads and in the valleys. He described the distri-
bution of the Hmong population throughout the area, and it appeared to Lair

that he might well command the manpower he claimed.\:J

But arms given to fight the communists might be turned against the govern-
ment, and Lair wanted to know how the United States could be sure that this

42 Thid.
43 Ibid.
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did not occur. Vang Pao responded that, despite lingering mutual suspicion,
the Lao had not practiced any of the forced assimilation that had driven many
Hmong out of China and that now oppressed them in North Vietnam. The
National Assembly had a Hmong member, Touby Lyfoung, and Vang Pao’s
own status demonstrated the possibilities of assimilation for those who wanted
it. Far from promoting separatism, said Vang Pao, he wanted his people
accepted as part of the Laotian polity.

All of this accorded with Lair's understanding of Hmong aspirations, and
Vang Pao’s own motivation. But .gratification at having these theories con-
firmed was tempered with some misgivings. On the one hand, Lair saw a
Hmong resistance organization on the scale proposed by Vang Pao as a formi-
dable impediment to Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese consolidation of the
northeast. On the other, he doubted that Agency management would give the
idea a serious hearing,

I

‘he had little reason to anticipate any enthusiasm
for an effort to arm, train, and support a force approaching the size of a light
infantry division. Concealing his apprehension, he promised Vang Pao to rec-
ommend to his superiors that they help the Hmong to stay and fight.“"l:l

Over dinner, !questioned Lair closely about Vang -
Pao, his manpower base, and the current tactical balance on the Plain of Jars
and in Hmong country. Lair thought he had satisfactory answers, but his superi-

ors remained noncommital,|

Arming the Hmong

proposal detailed the requirements for a force of 5,000 men, to
be armed in increments of 1,000.cach if initial results justified expansion.D

4 Ibid,

45 Thid.
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left open the question of revealing the project to the Vientiane govern-
ment. It might be as well thought, first to get started and then explain
it to General Phoumi as an extension, justified by military necessity, of the sup-
port that Phoumi had promised to deliver through regular channels.*

|:}1ad good reason to hesitate about making a new approach. Earlier,
he and PEO chief Gen. John Heintges had encountered only stony resistance to
their pleas for direct American support to the Hmong. As of 11 January, not
even the Hmong armed in October 1960 were to get any help except through
regular FAR channels. The Hmong were “crybabies,” Phoumi said, both too
primitive to undertake the raid and sabotage missions that the PEO chief had
proposcd and too treacherous ic be indulged in their incessant demands for
help. Finally, on the 14%, Phoumi acceded, allowing an airdrop of rice and
ammunition to Hmong militia at Ban Khang Kho, south of the Plain of Jars.
But still expected him to veto the provision of weapons to tribesmen
not already under arms.‘”D

Headquarters had just one concern, and it was not that of Vientiane govern-
ment approval: CIA would be hard-pressed to provide experienced paramili-
tary advisers for the program, especially if it expandedglbackcd by
Ambassador Brown, replied that supported by Lair and his assistants,
could certainly handle the initial endeavor, supervising weapons distribution

47

48
49
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and providing training, communications, and tactical advice. Washington
acceded, setting a pattern that endured for almost three ycars.”D

Lair flew to Ta Viang to deliver the news in person. Vang Pao’s round face
lit up in delight, and was equally pleased, but he understood perhaps
better than the Hmong leader how small a window of opportunity they had all
been given. The Laotian army task force that General Phoumi had ordered to
pursue and engage Kong Le had just abandoned the junction of Routes 7 and
13..This left Luang Prabang isolated and the neutralists and their communist
allies free to attack any nascent opposition in Xieng Khouang, The outposts
around Ta Viang were even then under pressure, and the new program needed
a training site secure enough to assemble and train the initial group of volun-
teers. Should this fail, the enemy would nip the whole thing in the bud and be
free to conduct reprisals on the Hmong population at large.S'I:I

Neither time nor airlift capability permitted exfiltrating volunteers to a
training facility in government-held territory. In any case, the Hmong, whose
abiding motivation was to protect their families, would not have consented to
leave them to the mercies of the Pathet Lao and the North Vietnamese. Train-
ing would have to take place under the enemy’s nose, and Vang Pao proposed
bringing the first 300 volunteers to Ban (Village) Pa Dong, a tiny Hmong
hamlet about 8 miles south of the Plain of Jars. The rugged terrain would pre-
vent any instantaneous enemy reaction, and he promised at least three days of
training before Kong Le or his allies could attack.52

Three days was cutting it fine. The Hmong were fine marksmen with their
homemade flintlock rifles, and some had been trained as militia by the French,
but they would have to master new weapons and at least the basics of guerrilla
tactics. But Lair|:|had anticipated just such a contingency in their
development of a training: syllabus, and they told Vang Pao to assemble his
300 voluntcers.:l : '

Back in Vientiane, Lair briefed who, although taken aback by the

~ tiny margin for error the training schedule allowed, agreed to take the chance

that 300 men would appear where and when Vang Pao said they would. Lair
radioed to start off on the two-day march to Pa Dong, then he set to
work on a requisition of weapons and equipment | ]

[

The Hmong could easily outpace an enemy pursuit, but the
with Vang Pao would be slowed by the bulky radio and generator—relics of

50
5l

32 Bill Lair, Except as noted, the rest of this accounl is based on Lair’s recollection.
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OSS operations in World War II—and a day later, Lair decided to pick them
up in an Air America H-34 and fly them the rest of the way to Pa Dong.

His pilot on this mission was Clarence “Chuck” Abadie, an adventurous ex-

.marine—later Air America’s chief helicopter pilot in Laos—who seemed to

thrive on flying into the unknown. This trait made him susceptible to Lair’s
tactic of feigning greater familiarity with conditions on the ground than, in
fact, he had.

Everything worked fine, at first. A white panel in the form of the letter “H”
and a smoke signal appeared at the spot on a ridgeline specified ina
radio message, and the H-34 lit on a tiny improvised pad in the usual cyclone
of dust. The size of the party and Pa Dong’s high elevation, which reduced the -
aircraft’s lift, meant that the H-34 would have to make (wo trips to Pa Don%.

Lair took off with| 'eaving Vang Pao and the
communicators for the second shuttle.

Higher ridgelines obstructed the way northwest toward Pa Dong, but the H-
34 succeeded in cresting all but the last. Abadie realized, too late to turn away,
that he was headed for the trees. Bill Lair, in the copilot’s seat, could only
brace himself as Abadie applied full throttle and yanked back on the stick,
struggling to climb. Perhaps caught in one of the fierce downdrafts so com-
mon in these mountains, perhaps overloaded, he failed. The helicopter
brushed the trectops with its landing gear, then stalled, dropping onto the
reverse slope.

Still upright, it careened down the hill, ricocheting off trees until it hit one
large enough to flip it on its side and bring it to a halt. The sharp smell of 145-
octane aviation fuel signaled the prospect of incineration if a spark should
reach the leak. Lair having escaped with cuts and bruises, scram-
bled to get the semiconscious Abadie out of his harness and up through the
window that now faced the sky. But no one was gravely injured; their problem
now was communicating their plight to Vientiane. Er

Serendipity appeared in the person of a Hmong tribesman, who jogged up
the slope in the tireless gait of mountain people, running on the leathery feet
and splayed toes of a man who had never worn shoes, He turned out to be the
chief (naiban) of the village just below and, as commander of a Xieng
Khouang militia unit under Vang Pao, the possessor of an antique military
radio. The operator screamed into a microphone until Vientiane responded, at
which point he sent out by key a message describing the accident.‘j

Lair expected the report to be garbled, and it was; an hour later, a radioed
reply asked what repair parts he needed. But just before sundown, an Air
America C-47 circled overhead, and those on the ground could be sure at least
that their location had been accurately conveyed. '
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A night as guests in the naiban's hut passed uneventfully until about four in
the morning, when a blood-curdling scream just outside sent Lair
frantically scrambling for their weapons. But it was only breakfast; the village
women had just slaughtered a pig to be grilled in honor of distinguished com-

pany. Another H-34 arrived shortly after sunrise, and the party continued on to
Pa Dong.El

Ban Pa Dong, 4,500 feet above sea level, epitomized the eerie attraction
that Laos-—especially upcountry Laos—held for nearly all the Americans who
worked there. With neighboring peaks hidden behind towers of cumulus
clouds, the village stood in crystalline air on a ridgeline that sloped, first grad-
ually and then precipitously, until it disappeared in the stratus clouds that con-
cealed the valley below, The dying swish of the helicopter’s main rotor only
emphasized the stillness of a perfectly calm day.

A Suorrogate for a Surrogatq

The H-34 soon left to pick up Vang Pao and the radiomen. When they
returned, Lair proceeded to| ko meet the first incre-
ment of weapons and equipment. At this point, both he anDsaw the
Hmong resistance as a supplement to FAR in the northeast, not as a substitute
for it. They understood that creating a Hmong guerrilla force would not by
itself offer the means of expelling neutralist and communist forces from the
Plain of Jars, let alone from the rest of northeastern Laos. But it might at least
prevent the enemy from consolidating his control while the United States and

.the RLG struggled to make the regular army a fighting force.f’“[j

Unfortunately for the prospects of this strategy, Phoumi’s army—its leader
had managed to become a petty warlord without being a real soldier—reverted
to its customary lethargy immediately after the capture of Vientiane.

the US military recognized that only more American support
offered the chance of infusing some combat effectiveness. Accordingly,

. CINCPAC was arranging beefed-up aerial reconnaissance and adding to the

107 Special Forces men already advising FAR down to the battalion level, The

- Pentagon was making contingency plans for an American combat presence as

well: as of 18 January, naval Joint Task Force 116 had been alerted, and some
of its ships, carrying helicopters and a marine battalion, were already in posi-
tion in the South China Sea.ﬁm

On 19 January, the eve of John F. Kennedy's inauguration, the deputy direc-
tor for plans Richard Bissell made plain his understanding that the “vitimate

3 Author’s recellection ol his first visit to Ban Pa Dong, c. February 1961. [:]

s Bill Lair] )
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objective’” was not military victory. Meeting that day with State and Defense,
he joined a consensus on a vague formula that he described to Vientiane as
calling for “some stabilization of [the] situation on terms acceptable to [the]
United States, presumably as [the] result of political moves.” But the pros-
pects for any such stabilization would recede if the military situation contin-
ued to decay. Washington therefore thought it an urgent necessity to proceed
with the Hmong resistance program while trying to make FAR a more effec-
tive instrument of combat.56|:|

CHOREOQGRAPHY BY C[AD

The Vientiane Mission shared the sense of urgency but once again pointed
out the risk of escalation posed by more overt intervention. Accordingly, it
emphasized the desirability of using

@for such jobs as aircraft and radio repair. Implicitly acknow!-
- edging the incorrigible weakness of the Laotian officer corps,

|But the FAR cam-
paign up Route 13 was still stumbling, and on 21 January Headquarters
lamented that the morale of Phoumi’s forces seemed to be ‘“deteriorating
across the board.” The new administration was already concentrating on Laos,
and several of its “key members” had met with an interagency group to find
some way to stiffen the pliant FAR

In all of this, the Kennedy administration was pursuing the effort of its pre-
decessor to achieve through surrogates what it hesitated to attempt with US
combat forces, to ensure a noncommunist government in Laos. Meanwhile,
other players—Souvanna, the RLG, the Pathet Lao, the British, and the
French—exploited as best they could the available instruments of interna-
tional diplomacy. In exile at Phnom Penh, Souvanna welcomed a Pathet Lao
representative arriving from Hanoi. The British urged the RLG to accept the
return of the long-defunct International Control Commission, with Poland, its
invariably obstructionist communist bloc member. Meanwhile, the RLG tried
to inveigle the United Nations into sending a commission to Laos to investi-
gate the Soviet and North Vietnamese presence. The North Vietnamese, in
turn, buttressed the Pathet Lao with advisers and specialists, but undertook no

56
5
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offensive operations of their own. Thus, all the combatants, both direct and

indirect, chose to limit their investment and their risks. It was in this climate
that CIA began arming Vang Pao’s Hmong volunteers.”D

59
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PART ONE
1961-64

e ——

The Eisenhower administration’s vision of Laos as the “cork in the bottle”
survived into the Kennedy administration and into that of Lyndon B. Johnson.
For all of them, the fate of Laos was intimately connected with the survival of
an anticommunist government in South Vietnam. But they also saw Laos as,
in the more familiar metaphor, a domino in its own right, one whose fall could
lead to communist success throughout Southeast Asia. Accordingly, the early
programs, both in Hmong country and in the Panhandle, were primarily aimed
at helping preserve Laotian territorial integrity within the framework of a
ceasc-fire agreement, '

Laotian territorial integrity was still the goal of the Kennedy administration
when it signed the Geneva Agreements in July 1962. These called for a cease-
fire and the creation of a neutralist coalition government, a formula acceptable
to Washington as an alternative to direct military engagement in Laos. The
Viet Cong insurgency in South Vietnam was not yet seen as an imminent
threat to the government there, and Washington accepted the risk created by
tacitly conceding to Hanoi uncontested control of the infiltration route through
Laos that became known as thec Ho Chi Minh Trail, or as it was sometimes
called, the “Corridor.”l:|

Preserving Laotian neutrality in the face of mounting North Vietnamese
violations of the agreements remained the driving US purpose in Laos until
late 1964. During this period, intelligence collection and tactical response to
communist cease-fire violations constituted the principal tasking of CIA irreg-
utars in Laos. Only when the new military regime in Saigon approached col-
lapse did Washington begin to exploit its Laotian irregulars as assets in the
larger struggle.i' :
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Iron Age Guerrillas

e —————

The arming of the first 300 Hmong volunteers began on 24 January 1961
when three C-46 cargo planes crossed the Mekong into Laos carrying weap-
ons and equipment. In the two weeks since Bill Lair’s first meeting with Vang
Pao, the government’s military position had continued to decay. Enemy gains
meant that the flight to Pa Dong now covered terrain that might conceal com-
munist or neutralist antiaircraft weapons.!| |

Fearful that early loss of an aircraft would end the project before it started,
Bill Lair rode in the cockpit of the lead aircraft, guiding it as best he could
between pockets of enemy-held territory. The C-46s drew no fire, and when
they reached Pa Dong, the smoke and panel signals displayed by
were almost superfluous. The site was crowded not only with the 300 volunteers
but also with families, al} in holiday finery, from the surrounding hamlets.?

The first plane made its pass, and crates of weapons began floating to the
ground under their cargo parachutes. Watching them fall, Bill Lair thought
with satisfaction that things were proceeding just as he\ |had
always envisioned such an operation: there were no Americans on the ground,

|

| For the moment, at least,

CIA could play a purely supporting role}

'|
2 Bill Lair.l_]
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Local elan leader—called a “naikhong " —in uniform and women in holiday dress assembled at

Ban Pa Dong for first munitions drop to the Hmong, late Januwary 1961
(Courtesy of Bill Lair)
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- group to another,

Together, and
Vang Pao dashed from one

were getting through to
their trainees. Vang Pao, the
most hands-on leader Lair
had ever seen, would kneel
with the occasional slow -
studeni, helping him take
apart his weapon, clean it,
and reassemble it. But only

a few needed help; as a -

group, these Iron Age tribesmen were the best natural riflemen that Lai'rD
had ever seen, Within minutes nearly all of them knew how to clean and

maintain their rifles and carbines.* I:l

The challenge for:]was to exett the necessary influence without dam-
aging the integrity of the Hmong leadership struclure.:]Lair had
already decided that Hmong leaders must command Hmong fighters; Ameri-
cansbwere there, not to motivate the Hmong or to take over the fight,
but to enable a people to defend itself as long as it wished to do so.[j
applied this principle from the start, respecting Vang Pao’s attention to politi-
cal equities in selecting unit commanders while ensured due regard to
their capacity for military leadership. In this \%consolidatcd the
instant rapport that Lair had observed at their first joint meeting near Ta
Viang. Almost from the beginning,g became Vang Pao’s alter ego, not

* Bill Lair] ' J
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just an adviser but a working partner sharing the risks and responsibilities of a
growing program.’

One small miscalculation had affected the choice of weapons. Lair had
assumed that the tiny Hmong soldier would prefer the lightweight carbine,
and he had included a few M-1 rifles only for the larger or hardier volunteers.
But the trainees, some of whom had never seen anything more advanced than
a flintlock musket, instantly recognized the rifle’s superior range and accu-
racy.ljhad to help Vang Pao mediate some squabbling over distribution
when the first delivery arrived, and Lair increased the proportion of M-1s in
subsequent dropsﬁ[i

Whether firing a carbine or an M-1, nearly every Hmong volunteer needed
only a few hours at the improvised firing range before the training tcam
moved on to combat organization and tactics. The Hmong would not be
mounting company or even platoon-size operations, at first, and
Qrained them to operate in three-man fire teams. They immediately
grasped the principle of fire-and-maneuver, in which one man or element fires
from cover while the other advances, in a kind of leapfrog approach toward
the enemy’s position."‘:,

The .communists—it appears that Kong Le’s neutralists seldom if ever
moved against the Hmong—wasted little time reacting to the activity at Pa
Dong. A Pathet Lao unit of reported battalion strength moved to within 2
miles of the training base, and the Hmong irregulars went into action within a
week of the first weapons drop. The guerriilas ambushed the advancing Pathet
Lao, and in the two days of combat that followed killed a reported 17 enemy.
Never to be renowned for their fire discipline, the Hmong exhausted their
ammunition supply during this action, and Lair flashed a requirement|

[ formore.® |:|

By 31 January, a Hmong unit had ranged some 18 miles into contested terri-
tory, where it encountered an enemy patrol, killing 12 and returning with eight
captured weapons. Vang Pac and his advisers expected the communists to
return in force, but early successes like these boosted morale and created a
respite for the rapid expansion about to take place.?

In the next few days, Vang Pao visited outlying villages, where
the Hmong leader explained the American offer of support, and promised
weapons where local leadership looked committed and strong. Kong Le and

s Bill Lair.
¢ Ibid
’ |

B
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his allies—including the Soviets, who were still heavily engaged in airdrops
of materiel—were preoccupied for the moment with the key road junction

west of the Plain of Jars.!

|

|

|

Vang Pao then deployed them in an arc south and west of
€ Plain of Jars. '

Presidential Endorsement and Policy Restraint

These early territorial gains encouraged Washington to raise the ante. On 8
February, President Kennedy authorized CIA to arm as many Hmong irregu-
lars as Vang Pao could recruit, though Headquarters put a cap of 5,000 in its
message advising the field. The only sticking point had to do with money. The
Agency tried to exploit the leverage of a presidential mandate when it asked
the Joint Chiefs of Staft to assume the cost of the larger program, as they had
done with the first 1,000-man increment. The frosty reply signaled the begin-
ning of a tug of war that endured for the duration of the conflict in Laos: the
Hmong resistance was a CIA operation, and if the Agency wanted the “most
expeditious processing” of its requests for materiel, it would have to pay. The
JCS prevailed, in this instance, and the Agency bore the cost of equipping the
next 4,000 Hmong. “D

The administration did not, in any case, regard military escalation, even by

surrogates, as an end in itsclf.|

{Both of them knew that Washington still
wanted a political settlement; its support of the Hmong program meant that it
wanted to help the RLG negotiate from strength, not to seek a decision on the

9 Bill Lair; |

© Bill Lair] |

ll'

[Tt took anether round of corre-

spondence to clarify responsibility for the 2,000 Hmong armed by PEQ in late 1960, Headquar-
ters told the field that the Defense Department positively desired to keep these combatants as part
of the official RLG defensc cstablishment and that they were not to be included, for accounting

_Durnoses._in_thc_5.000:man_f0rce_Teing armed by CIA{
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battlefield.

|Company-level
advisers would help achieve this, and so would decentralization, to be
achieved by setiing up base areas, each with its own tactical commander[ |
—IAccordingly, Vang Pao and his two principal advis-
ers, Bill Lair| |set up two new command posts: Overlook-
ing Route 7 on opposite sides of the Plain of Jars, they would harass the
enemy’s use of this strategic road, which led out of North Vietnam and pro-
ceeded through the Plain of Jars to the junction with Route 13. 13D .

The imminent creation of a dispersed command structure intensified the
need for reliable, secure field communications, Lair and] ___ |had forescen
this and had already developed a training regime for students of minimal edu-
cation and technological sophistication. Vang Pao chose. a dozen literate

. young Hmong to serve as the first communicators, and Lair flew them to[ ]

|

needed official sanction for the program, but Bill Lair feared the
obstruction of the notoriously sluggish RLG bureaucracy. On the other hand,
neither he nor the US Mission wanted to provoke further Laotian suspicion of
US partisanship on behalf of the Hmong. Lair, therefore, finessed the issue by
suggesting that Vang Pao should take care of it. Vang Pao cheerfully agreed,
but never confided just how he had handled the matter, and Lair suspected that
he had acted unilaterally. "'D

Even at this early stage, however, both Lair and Vang Pao were determined
not only to avoid the appearance of supporting Hmong autonomy but to
encourage and promote the tribe’s assimilation into the Laotian nation. Lan-

|In principle, I_J

guage was one key to this, |

I _| devised a numerical code for the Laotian alphabet. As a

N

B Bill Lai
4 Ibid.
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result, the Hmong radio network began using the national language while FAR
communications still relied on Frcnch.wﬁ

IRON AGE GUERRILLA SD

[The tasking of teams to be assigned

upcountry reflected Lair’s confidence in their competence and their capacity
to operate in an alien culture. Only the team leader, two radio operators, and a
medic would remain at the command post. The riflemen—privates and corpo-
rals—would be assigned one to each of the new volunteer companies.

During this early period, sketchy intelligence suggested both a heavy
admixture of North Vietnamese in Pathet Lao military formations and a gritty
determination to resist them on the part of Hmong villagers in the northeast.
Two French missionaries, escorted by Hmong sympathizers along mountain
trails from Sam Neua town to Luang Prabang, reported in convincing detail
the Vietnamese presence. Their Hmong protectors, who risked severe reprisals
for rescuing them, insisted that Hanoi’s troops comprised up to one-half the
personnel in some Pathet Lao units. !

A Question of JurisdictioqI

To the Americans on the scene, information like this illustrated both the
threat of North Vietnamese domination, at least in the northeast, and Hmong
opposition to it.]

L]

15 Ibid.; Lair recalled numerous instances, over the years, in which he pointed this out to FAR
officers who disparaged the Hmong for their alleged separatist aims

16 Ibid.; ]

Iy
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responded with a promise to find a role for in “special
operations” but insisted that by virtue of “temperament, judgment, language,
and existing confidence of [the] Meo,” Lair possessed the best qualifications
for this tactical liaison. When more aircraft became available, he could spend
the requisite time at Ban Pa Dong and still manage the support and coordina-
tion in Vientiane. | |

i9
20 ill Lair,

2 Bill Lair| |

22|

=
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Target: Kong LeD

Doing something about Kong Le had not lost its attraction for Washington,
and Headquarters sent a peevish cable reminding of his failure to
reply to “repeated queries re possibility of ambushing or capturing Kong Le.”
Had the ambassador disapproved? If not, why had regular contacts with Vang
Pao not produced some planning? Returning to the point three days later,
Headquarters complained of being embarrassed in interagency meetings by its
inability to promise action to “negate” the rebel leader’s position.2?

}eply hinted that he saw this preoccupation as little more than a
distraction from the essential task of creating a force capable of holding the
surrounding hills while FAR recaptured the Plain of Jars. Kong Le had been
“on our list,” he said, since the beginning of the Hmeng program, but prob-

. lems remained to be solved. One was that of persuading the Hmong to enter

the Plain of Jars, which hosted Kong Le’s headquarters, to gather information
on his location and movements. “So far, Meos evince much more enthusiasm
for shooting up isolated convoys than for entering [the] enemy’s main camp.”

as offering bounties for prisoners, for example, but had as yet no
results. And no operation against Kong Le ever did take place. His gradual
disenchantment with his communist allies would eventually bring him into de
facto alliance with the American-supported RLG.“I:l

The Chinese Connection '

Agency efforts to help shore up the Laotian government’s military position
were not restricted to the northeast. In Febmaw,\:]authorizcd Stu
Methven, in Luang Prabang, to help FAR challenge the neutralist and commu-
nist forces west and north of the royal capital. With the helpof] ]
he proceeded to organize three irregular units, totaling about 150 members, of
several local highland tribcs.?jﬁ '

z:‘ |

2| . [The for-
tunes of war had put the United States, and therefore CIA, in the position of favoring a “bad guy”
over a “good guy.” Many anticommunist Lao regarded Phoumi as “a crook,” though they Lended
to see this as mitigaled by his pro-American stance, Kong Le, in CIA's own judgment, was a
“highly competent professional soldier,” an essentially apolitical *born leader” whose moltivation
when he staged the August 1960 coup was hostility toward the admittedly “corrupt bureaucracy”
of his own government. |

l |

zSI
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This initiative led to complications involving remnants of the Kuomintang
(KMT) forces expelled from China in 1949. Some of these still roamed north-
west Laos, and Nam Tha Province, bordering the People’s Republic of China,
harbored a sizable number. They led an uneasy existence, stronger than their
Lao hosts but always risking overwhelming retaliation if they provoked
Beijing with activity aimed at reestablishing themselves in China.b

Chapter Three

The Lao, faced with a Hanoi-supported insurgency, tended to look on the
KMT remnants as a potential ally against the Pathet Lao. Methven’s FAR
counterpart in Nam Tha advanced an idea—he said it originated with his boss,
Military Region 1 commander Gen. Ouane Rathikoun—to recruit a battalion
of KMT irregulars to help retake the Plain of Jars. Headquarters’ alarmed
response to Methven’s reporting on this emphasized Washington’s determina-
tion to avoid provoking the PRC into an intervention like the one in Korea a
decade earlier. It ordered Methven to “explain {the] folly” of such ventures
whenever the I.ao proposed them. Methven assured Headquarters that he
would and that his own irregulars would contain only indigenous tribals.26|j

But this did not dispose of the issue. Methven wanted to set up “‘com-
mando” units in Sayaboury Province, lying west of the Mekong River, and his
planning for that locale seems to have been less scrupulous about sealing off
his operations from the Chinese. A peremptory cable :]in late
February told him that the United States was trying to get the Nationalist gov-
emment in Taipei to repatriate its troops in northern Laos; accordingly, it
instructed him not to use with KMT “volunteers.” The KMT
was not even to know aboul the presence.]  Jwas willing to
cancel the Sayaboury program: “If you can’t separate [the] Sayaboury com-
mando effort from [the] KMT volunteers, then drop [it].”27[:|

Nervousness about Chinese intervention reflected Washington’s painful
recollection of Chinese armies rolling down into North Korea only a decade
earlier. Now, the United States would do what it could to preserve a Laotian
buffer state, but it would do so while avoiding even the appearance of an
intention to challenge Beijing’s territorial integrity. Guided by this imperative,
Washington continued trying to find a neutralization formula to supplement
military efforts to improve the RLG’s bargaining position. Accordingly, the
United States announced its support for King Savang Vatthana’s 19 February
declaration of neutrality. An effort began to wear down Soviet and Chinese
resistance to the regional commission proposed by the king to monitor the ter-
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mination of all foreign military intervention deemed “inconsistent with the
country’s neutral status.”?

IRON AGE G UERRILIASD

CIA saw Souvanna Phouma as the key to success in such an effort, and
injected itself into the policy arena when it urged the Department of State to
keep the communists from using him to sabotage the king’s neutralization bid.
The Agency saw no prospect of successful neutralization if the communists
were 0 inveigle Souvanna into joining or even visiting the rump government
just established in his name by the communist-neutralist alliance at Xieng
Khouang. Accordingly, CIA recommended that State undertake to get Sou-
vanna to repudiate the Xieng Khouang regime. CIA also wanted a joint effort
with State to intervene in Vientiane politics, this time by brokering the new
coalition cabinet it saw as an indispensable adjunct to Souvanna’s eventual
return to the capital.?®

A political gambit of this kind needed help on the military front, for the
communists would have little incentive to deal with a Vientiane government
incapable of holding its own in northern Laos. Washington looked to the
Hmong guerrillas for hetp, but their still-modest numbers and limited combat
skills and discipline precluded trying to use them to retake the Plain of Jars or
definitively interdict the main roads. Motivated almost exclusively by the urge
to protect their families, these irregulars, even with more training than time
and resources allowed, would never be regular infantry capable of a frontal
assault.| |had already acknowledged this, in the context of
Washington’s pressure to neutralize Kong Le. He and Bill Lair now turned to
the best available supplement to guerrilla raids and ambushes—harassment by
indirect fire using heavy mortars.’

Hoping to avoid provoking another bout of General Phoumi’s paranoia
about Hmong duplicity, wanted to maintain DUS control of
such weaponry. Some of the in Laos were trained in high-angle fire,
and he proposed using them to serve the requested mortars. In doing so he

accepted, to a point, prescription to allow Ja direct combat as
well as an advisory role.?!

38 Memorandum of Conversation, “Laos,” 20 February 1961, FRUS 1961-1963, 56-58)
29
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On 1 March,| to man 8 lmm mortars in fire
missions against the Plain of Jars. ‘ had been reluctant to supply
4.2-inch mortars, fearing they were too heavy, but Lair insisted

that the Hmong could move them. With a range of 8,000 yards, a few of them
in the right places could bring the entire plain under fire. Ambassador Brown
and Chief PEO supported the idea, and Headquarters acccded.”[:l.

No one expected ':and the Hmong to do more than harass the enemy
and force him to divert resources otherwise available to thwart Phoumi’s cam-
paign to retake the Plain of Jars. Thus, the burden of dislodging Kong Le and
the communists remained a FAR responsibility. But despite accelerated deliv-
eries of materiel under the US Military Assistance Program, the Laotian army
continued to distinguish itself primarily by its lassitude and incompetence. On
9 March, having failed with a drive east toward the Plain of Jars, General
Phoumi’s forces retreated in the face of a counterattack and lost the critical
junction of Routes 7 and 13.% '

Leaning Toward Unilateral Military Action

Recovering the Plain of Jars had formed the keystone of the US policy
aimed at negotiations from strength. Relatively populous and agriculturally
productive, it also served as the nexus of the road system in northeastern Laos.
Now, as the headquarters of both Kong Le’s neutralists and the regional Pathet
Lao command, it also represented a challenge to government efforts to reclaim
it. The fact remained that, except for Kong Le’s own airborne battalion, the

32[

33
4

Also see Memorandum from the President’s Military Aide (Clifton) to President Kennedy, 10
March 1961, FRUS 1961-1963, 84-85. The then chief of PEO told a White Housc military aide
that “every time a battalion commander becomes lov aggressive, Phoumi.relieves him of com-
mand. He doesn't want any one personality to develop as a [competing] military leader.” In a curi-
ously self-contradictory estimate of Phoumni’s forces, the PEQ chief noted that they had “folded”
under random artiltery fire at Sala Phou Khoun, even as he assessed their morale as good.
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neutralists had displayed little more appetite for combat than had the govern-
ment’s forces. Washington also expected well-supplied FAR units to crush
Pathet Lao resistance. The surprise setback at the junction of Routes 7 and 13,
guarding the western approach to the plain, had generated near panic among
Washington policymakers. In mid-March 1961, they went into a spasm of
preparation for unilateral US military intervention. Twin-engine B-26 attack
bombers,| ]

Would serve as the initial tool of this more aggressive stance.?

Top PEO officers, then visiting Washington, assured the president’s military
aide, Gen. C.V. Clifton, that the Pathet Lao would “bug out” when the first
bombs fell, and the Plain of Jars would belong to Phoumi. Activation of the
plan, called Operation MILLPOND, awaited only the conclusion of an immi-
nent SEATO meeting. Meanwhile,[ |was to accelerate the recruit-
ment of Hmong volunteers, with a goal of 4,000 under arms by 1 April. Air
transport resources being assembled for an airborne and air-landed assault—
possibly including American troops—would include two H-34 helicopters

\ \for use in the Hmong program.*

The administration proceeded to send B-20 bombers‘
| |But it gradually backed away from unilateral interven-
tion, perhaps discouraged by the Joint Chiefs of Staff estimate that this would
require 60,000 American troops with tactical air cover and maybe cven the
use of nuclear weapons. Such considerations outweighed the reservations
expressed byl }whosc earlier anxiety about Laos as a tripwire
to general war now collided with his belief that a settlement negotiated under
existing circumstances would “at best , . . only partially guarantee a divided
Laos and, at worst, will certainly facilitate communist takeover.” His 20
March cable to Headquarters acknowledged only transitory gains from a set-
tlement: the “temporary avoidance” of a risk of war, the “temporary plaudits
of our allies for reasons that have little to do with [the] merits of [the] situation
in Laos, . . . and likewise [the] praise of such neutrals as India."”l:\

¥ Clifton memorandum to Kennedy. The 4,000 figure appears in a formal presidential restatement
of the authorization given in February. As of 1 April 1961, as authorized to support a
guerrilla force of 7,000, including the 2,000 armed by PEC and the iniﬁa]DinCrcmcm of 1,000 .
in January. The political counterpart to the military preparations came in messages from Secretary
of State Rusk, one to Vientiane instructing the ambassador to assure General Phoumi that the
United States did not expect any concessions from him that would endanger Laotian indepen-
dence; the other, to Phnom Penh, was an appeal to Souvanna to repudiate the rump government in
Xieng Khouang that claimed to represent him. (See State Telegrams 951 to Vientiane [11 March
1761] and 805 to Phnom Penh {12 March 1961], FRUS 1961-1963, 85, 89-90. |

36

¥ Arthur M, Schlesinger, Jt., A Thousand Days, 332-33, quoted in FRUS 1961-1963, 94nl
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The local military situation would probably continue to deteriorate, after
negotiations from weakness, and lpredicted that the fading credibility
of the United States would undermine its allies’ willingness to “take positions
independent of Russian or Chicom desires.” If Washington wanted negotia-
tions to serve a purpose more substantial than mere face-saving, it would first
have to restore a favorable military balancc.:|went on to list what he
thought could be done, without “inviting {the] enemy to retaliate in nuclear
fashion,” in order to prevent a FAR collapse and lay the basis for a “slow but
steady rollback of enemy forces.”3

|:Iproposals included B-26 bomber raids against enemy installa-
tions on the Plain of Jars and supply convoys entering Laos from North Viet-
nam. He also proposed using helicopters to move heavy weapons and guerrilla
; teams into enemy rear areas and to hit *PL bands operating in friendly rear
| areas.” In this context, he wanted the Hmong to instigate their compatriots in
‘ border areas of North Vietnam to sabotage the communists’ interior lines of
communication. Meanwhile, the United States should make a conspicuous
deployment of troops and aircraft, under SEATO auspices, to South Vietnam
and Thailand.39|:|

Chapter Three

said that the ambassador had endorsed his proposals, which
included numerous measures to expand both the Hmong and the regular Lao-
tian military, and :}expected Brown to repeat them in his own corre-
spondence. No reply to this message has been found, and, in fact, the die was
already cast. On 23 March 1961, President Kennedy accepted the risks of
negotiating from military weakness when he endorsed the British proposal
for a cease-fire and an international conference aimed at reestablishing a neu-
tral Laos. On the subject of military action, Kennedy confinred himself to
asserting that, if armed attack by “externally supported communists” did not
cease, the United States and its SEATO allies would have to “consider their
response,” 40

Protracted debate ensued, with allies and adversaries alike, over the ground
rules for the reactivation of the Geneva Conference. As these discussions wore
on, communist forces pressed the attack in Laos. The Hmong continued to
acquit themselves well, butl:leffort at this time emphasized
expanding the guerrilla force and securing mountain terrain and population.
Meanwhile, FAR was losing key geography, including Vang Vieng, south of
the Sala Phou Khoun intersection that had marked the high-water mark of
General Phoumi’s advance. Even more dangerous to the Hmong resistance
was the passivity of the FAR units covering the southeastern quadrant of the
_Plain of Jars perimeter. Vang Pao complained to Bill Lair that Col. Kham

k]

9

4 Editorial Note, FRUS 196711963, 100.
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Khong, commanding at Paksane, was allowing Pathet Lao reinforcements to

infiltrate into the hills between the Plain of Jars and the Vientiane Plain.#! [:l

were still attached to FAR regular units in this sector, and one
of them, along with a US Special Forces team, paid the price of the character-
istic FAR distaste for combat. The incident occurred at Tha Thom, in a narrow
valley downstream from the site of Bill Lair’s mid-January meeting with| |
l:]Vang Pao. The safety of the regimental headquarters there depended
on two infantry battalions to defend the heights flanking the valley in which it
lay. One of these got word on 30 March that it would be relieved the next day
by a unit from Paksane. Without a word to the command post below, it
decamped that night, leaving its position to the enemy. The enemy promptly
accepted the gift, and in the morning; the unsuspecting defenders below were
swept with artillery; small arms, and recoilless rifle fire.+

The Lao broke and fled, leaving behind all their arms and equipment, and
their American advisers as well. Trying to exiricate themselves
under fire, |paused to burn their one-time code pads. Fleeing
with the Special Forces team, they heard small arms fire and grenades explod-

ing as the enemy wiped out any Lao urviVors.‘”

Other FAR units might not be so determined to avoid contact, but, even so,
the question arose whether the army might simply abandon the Hmong to the
mercies of the Pathet Lao and the North Vietnamese. Before the Tha Thom
debacle,i had been able to assure Washington only that the
government had “indicated” it would fight to keep a military presence
between the Mekong and the highlands. And that presence did survive after
the Tha Thom debacle, if only because the enemy did not press the attack. But
Vang Pao’s guerrillas, and the scattered regular units under his command, had ‘
now emerged as the only active opposition to communist and neutralist con-
tro} of northeast Laos.‘“t]

Wang. Pao pushed the recruitment of new vol-
unteers, including some 200 from the vulnerable southeastern quadrant, and
by early April, CIA had equipped 3,500 of the 4,000 men authorized in Feb-
ruary. At the same time,]  |made plans to recruit up to 5,000 addi-
tional irregulars—Hmong in Sam Neua Province and a mixture of Hmong
and other tribal groups in Luang Prabang Province. Headquarters promptly
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accommodated part of this by authorizing support to another 1,000 guerrillas,
and :ﬁesponded with a plan to link the Luang Prabang and Xieng
Khouang irregulars. 4

Chapter Three

Military Support to a Civilian ngramD

The rapid evolution of the Hmong as the main barrier to communist
encroachment from the northeast reversed the normal relationships between
US military and civilian components operating in a war zone. PEO still con-
trolled aid to the 30,000 troops of FAR, but now found itself supporting CIA
in directing a Hmong force whose relatively small size belied its growing
importance to the survival of a noncommunist Laos.!j

Agency paramilitary activities in these circumstances would normally have
been subordinated to a US military command. But this would have conflicted
with the administration’s commitment to restored neutrality for Laos. Even
CINCPAC Adm. Harry D. Felt saw overt military participation in the unac-
knowledged Hmong project as subversive of the administration’s diplomatic
strategy. Accordingly, he objected when the Pentagon now proposed to take it
over. He lobbied the JCS, the secretary of defense, and the White House
against the idea and managed to prevent either the assignment of a military
commander or the program’s subordmatlon to PEO chlef Brig. Gen. Andrew
Boyle in Vientiane. ‘“‘D

Other things being equal, this would have entirely suited the Agency’s pref-
erences. But not everything was equal, for Admiral Felt's position left open
the question of Agency access to the mlllta.ry helicopters being surreptitiously
deployed| for use in Laos. The admiral wanted
no air operations center in PEO, prefemng to continue the informal coordina-
tion between General Boyleand] ~ |The problem with this, from the
CIA perspective, was that it left in the position of
supplicants, beggmg helicopter time from General Boyle.¥’ '

Headquarters thought to solve this by telling to “take a very hard
line in demanding our share” of helicopter time, and had to point
out that these aircraft, nominally belonging to CIA proprietary Air America,
were being paid for by the military, on whose behalf General Boyle was
already giving|  a very fair shake. Among other favors, he had
allowed the replacement at Defense Department expense of the H-34 in which
Bill Lair had crashed trying to reach Ban Pa Dong in January. The problem for

&6
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as resources, not command arrangements, and he saw no alterna-
tive to a helicopter capability| \Meanwhile, he
had to rely on his own and Bill Lair’s cordial relationships with their military
colleagues to meet minimum needs for helicopter suppon.43|:|

IRON AGE GUERRILLAS| |

The resort t0| |aircraft and crews in the helicopter program
reflected the self-imposed obligation to observe the forms of the 1954 Geneva
proscription of armed intervention in Laos. That obligation created another
problem for US management of the Hmong resistance. If the program were to
serve the political purpose of expanding.RLG territorial holdings before a
cease-fire, the Hmong would require some formal status as part of FAR. Irreg-
ulars unilaterally supported by CIA would have no legal standing, yet making
them part of the regular military assistance program would subject them to
time-consuming programming on the American side and to government
obstructionism on the Laotian. With preparations for the Geneva conference
still under way, US officials in Vientiane and Washington began looking for a
formula that incorporated the guerrillas into FAR—probably as a militia—
while leaving support and guidance in CIA hands.“ﬁ

Washington’s attempt to strengthen the RLG’s bargaining position while
preserving a workable atmosphere for negotiations produced a third, entirely
intractable, difficulty. Arming and training a guerrilla army, already several
thousand strong and still growing, could not be entirely concealed. As early as
March 1961, American journalists were digging for the facts of US support of

the Hmong,

The solution was threefold: first, to acknowledge some US Mission support
of Col. Vang Pao, in his capacity as a FAR commander; secondly, to play
down the importance of the Hmong militia as a factor in Xieng Khouang
Province; and finally, to avoid confirming an Agency role. It was an uneasy
compromise, leading eventually to allegations—sometimes by people who
knew better—of a rogue CIA running its own “secret war” in Laos. But it suf-
ficed, in the less volatile atmosphere of early 1961, to minimize publicity
about the origin and extent of support to the Hmong.

48
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Chapter Three

The Right Stuff .

By the middle of March 1961, ]had implicitly accepted
earlier prescription for a resident American presence in Hmong
country. Bill Lair was still making almost daily visits to Vang Pao’s headquar-
-ters at Pa Dong, but the training and communications programs needed full-
time supervision. And with plans for more guerrilla camps and a force of
8,000 men, CIA case officcrs on site would be indispensable if the Agency -
was to discharge its duty to account for the ordnance being supplied to the
Hmong and to control its use. Finally, if negotiations failed and the United
States occupied the Plain of Jars, C1A would have to have someone with Vang
Pao or risk seeing the US military usurp its liaison with him. Direction by the
military.‘ Lair believed, would have fatally disruptive effects on
the guerrilla program.®| |

Under these pressures, gave in—though not on the jurisdictional
question—and sent to Pa Dong while he awaited the arrival of -
several other veteran paramilitary officers to staff the new sites.
assignment provided an early example why officers working upcountry needed
a balanced set of qualifications, both professional and personal. Far removed
from both the constraints and support of work among peers in a familiar set-
ting, these men dealt with the combined burden and challenge of working alone
among people of a radically different culture. In some cases, moreover, they
had to do this through interpreters of uncven compefence.ﬁ D

l:lhad no foreign language, and he brought with him the trilingual
interpreter needed for an English-speaker to deal competently with Hmong,
Lao,]  Jat PaDong. This was son of American Protes-
tant missionaries working among the hill tribes of Burma and northern Thai-
land. Handsome, personable, and well-spoken, his manner was that of the
businesslike young professional. ButDad acquired some of the practices,
as well as the languages, of the people among whom his parents worked.
These included a certain indifference to punctuality and organizational disci-
pline, and his style soon collided with that of the compulsively organized

|

Despite their disparate styles,l fmight have succeeded as
a team had not the older man found the Hmong even more antipathetic than he

2 Bill Lair. The figure 8,000 includes the 2,000 armed by PEO] |

53 Bill Lair; interview by the author at Falls Church, VA, 10 May 1999 (hereafter
cited as interview);

- S Bill Lair,
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did his interpreter. Dedicated and intense,DsaW Vang Pao’s one-man-band
style of leadership as hopelessly inadequate, involving an impossibly broad
span of control. His constant hectoring of Vang Pao to set up a conventional
four-part military staff strained the relationship between the two, especially
when it took place with Hmong or Lao subordinates present. In fact, Vang Pao
lacked people qualified to function like professionals in a Western army. More

‘importantly, the Hmong leader was as much tribal leader as military com-

mander, and his political authority rested on a charisma that needed constant
exercise if it were not to decay.’s

An adviser had to deal not only with Vang Pao and his rudimentary staff but
with the volunteer irregulars as well. Nearly all illiterate and with only rudi-
mentary training, they displayed astonishing speed and endurance as they tra-
versed mountain ridges carrying weapons and ammunition. Their cheerful
acceptance of extraordinarily harsh conditions and their abiding hatred of the
Vietnamese had to compensate for their lack of conventional military disci-
pline and their indifference to any goal broader than securing their families
and their way of life.*

For a few advisers, cultural disparities like these were to be ignored—erad-
icated, if possible—as they converted their tribal clients into a smaller ver-
sion of US Marines.l_—ilattempt to do this ran up against both' the
cultural barrier and a charismatic leader’s need never to lose face with his
inferiors,

| ]The officers who followed, most of
them requested by Bill Lair, had a better capacity for cross-cultural empathy
and, | lrequired only cur-
sory briefing before being dispatched into the mountains. Several had been
recruited, like Lair in the early 1950s, out of Texas A&M University, where
two or three—including Lloyd “Pat” Landry—had played varsity football.
Another, \had been a master sergeant in the US Army Spe-
cial Forces before joining the Agency. Still another, Jack Shirley, was a New
England native who, like Lair, had married a Thai girl and made a career of
paramilitary wor

55 Ibid.; nterview,
36 Bill Lair,

57 1bid, interview; author’s recoliection. One of the A&M men, played
briefly for the NFL’s Detroit Lions before joining the Agency. interview.) Both Lair and
Shirley married into the families of prominent members of the Free Thai resistance to the Japa-

nese occupation in World War I1.
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Chapter Three

Clockwise Around the Plain of
J arsD

With direct US military inter-
vention still an option in Washing-
ton, the Agency raced to try to
encircle the Plain of Jars with new
guerrilla bascs. | |
served briefly with Vang Pao at Pa
Dong, and expansion began with
Pat Landry, who was infiltrated by
helicopter into Ban Na, some 10
miles west of the Plain of Jars.
Landry shortly fell victim to
amoebic dysentery, and
replaced him. %8

Lair and |:|capacity for
gentle persvasion had made a suc-
cess of an informal,|_—_—)com-
mand arrangement at Pa Dong.
Vang Pao was never seen by his
men to be overridden by his advis-
ers, and the advisers never tried to
force upon him any operational

proposal. He reciprocated . by
encouraging them often to deal with the Hmong in his name. This formula
was replicated at Ban Na—indeed, wherever worked with the
Hmong—and L - and clan leader
Tu Nghia together prepared to expand to the north and east. They built an air-
strip and began training volunteers to use the weapons dropped to them by Air
America C—465.59D : :

With| and Tu Nghia,[ _ |trained several hun-
dred Hmong volunteers at Ban Na and, in the process, learned something of
the Hmong approach to security. The scarcity of air transport in those early
days often had advisers trekking to outlying sites, and on one
occasion accompanied a party of Hmong north across the Nam
(River) Ngum. En route, he learned that security, to the Hmong, was a func-
tion of elevation. Walking the ridgelines, they set a quick pace and kept up a

8 interview. D
# Tbid. recalled lhalll;_\chosc the letter K for the tcam’s designation in

henor of President Kennedy
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carefree chatter among themselves. In the valleys, where enemy patrols might
lurk, they silently scouted the terrain before the main body crossed on the way
to the next slope. %[ |

IRON AGE GUERRILLAS

Like their compatriots at other sites, “ wanted to do
more than merely secure Hmong settlements in the mounlains; the enemy
should know that he could be hurt. Accordingly, they called for one of the 4.2-
inch mortars that |:p1ad authorized two months earlier. The heavi-
est of its three components weighed about 200 pounds, but the Hmong cheer-
fully lugged the weapon and a dozen high-explosive shells up and down the
intervening mountain slolgf'until they reached the foot of the last ridgeline

before the Plain of Jars.%!

With the weapon assembled, gunners lobbed shells over the mountain
in the direction of an enemy camp. The damage, if any, was doubtless slight,
but even so modest an offensive action served notice that the communists did
not enjoy uncontested control of the plain. More importantly, it gave both the
Hmong and their advisers a sense of taking the fight to the enemy at a time
when the military effectiveness of the resistance had yet to be established. D

. Training had just begun at Ban Na when a Lao Theung chief named Som-
boon came in from Xieng Dat, west of the Plain of Jars, asking for arms for
several hundred villagers. Such overtures from non-Hmong groups—in this
case a hill people living at elevations about 1,000 feet lower than the
Hmong—had to be carefully scrutinized. No one at Ban Na, even Tu Nghia,
knew the man well enough to evaluate his sincerity. Ban Na, therefore, vetted
the request with Vang Pao, who rejected it, saying that the anticommunist con-
victions of the Lao Theung were too weak; under pressure from the Pathet
Lao, they would defect to the other 51de Tu Nghia accordingly sent Somboon
home empty-handed.2[ |

The wisdom of this caution became clear some weeks later, after[ |
had moved on to set up another guerrillasite.] | a US Military Acad-
emy graduate and now a CIA contractor, had become the adviser at Ban Na,

and he took up Somboon’s cause so vigorously that Vang Pao finally gave in.
but no Agency adviser, proceeded to Xieng Dat, organized the

equipment drop, and began lrammg

Helio pilot Bill Andresevic spotted the first sign of treaéhery when he cir-
cled the camp one day and saw only one:irooper come out to lay the
signal panel. AnotherDstood at the entrance to the team’s hut in a strange
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posture, as if he were being held from inside. The scene looked suspicious
enough to make Andresevic decide to abort the landing and return to Pa Dong
for further instructions. His caution turned out to have been well advised, for
three off  ]and several Hmong were already dead, murdered in their
sleep either by Pathet Lao infiltrators or by turncoat Lao Theung.®| |

Chapter Three

The Lao Theung decamped for communist-held territory, taking the surviv-
ing two l:las prisoners and eventually turning them over for interrogation
by North Vietnamese Army officers. By way of reprisal, the embarrassed
Vang Pao burned nine Lao Theung villages in the area, scattering their inhab-
itants. He spared one Lao Theung village, located near Ban Na; its population
was Catholic, and even though Vang Pao had been unable to enlist it into the
resistance movement, he feared no treachery from it.5] |

But the damage was done. Thtﬁ prisoners were not seen again until
after the Geneva agreement was signed in 1962, when they appeared at Wat
Tay Airport in Vientiane as part of the prisoner exchange. Emaciated and
weak, with huge welts on their wrists from having been bound with parachute
cord throughout their captivity, they got a hero’s welcome | |

L]

In the spring of 1961, at about the time of the -abortive Xieng Dat experi-
ment with the Lao Theung, some of the volunteers at Ban Na had headed back
to their home villages around Phou (Mount) Fa, north of Route 7. Arriving at
the Nam Ngum, they found it swollen by early monsoon rains, but they man-
aged to ford it and went on to set up a guerrilla base on the mountain. There
they were joined by\ A veteran
of an earlier program that had arr’ncd‘

Even then, years before lapsing into a caricature of paramilitary

machismo, did not have the capacity for empathy with non-Western
peoples that characterized officers like Lair and Shirley. But he was competent
and courageous and always ready—too ready, his supervisors sometimes
thought—to risk death or capture leading his men in combat.f’ﬁl:l

Lair knew ‘:less well than he did the other officers arriving durin
this period but had heard of his reputation as a hard-bitten practitioner.

63 interview, D

s Ibid..] H

¢ Ibid.; inlervicw.‘:‘

¢ Bill Lair,
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Vang Pao, Helio pilot Bill Andresevic, c. 1964] |

| |Expert at reading
people, he knew how to ingratiate himself even with difficult or demandin
personalities, In addition, his professional skills commanded

respect, and they developed a fully cooperative working relationship before
|:|m0ved to Pa Dong to replace as training ofﬁcer.67|:|

A New Instrument of Guerrilla WarfareD '

Neither the number nor the performance of Air America’s helicopters suf-
ficed to meet air support requirements, and already in the first months of the
program Bill Lair impressed on Vang Pao that visits to outlying sites would
depend on the availability of landing strips for the nimble Helio-Courier.
These strips would facilitate not only Vang Pao’s ability to maintain personal
contact with his commanders but also the speedy evacuation of wounded.

6" Bill Lair)
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Accordingly, every Hmong command post boasted a Helio strip. Some of
these defied all the safety rules even of military aviation, and Phou Fa pro-
vided a dramatic example. The strip there followed a sharply sloping ridgeline
near the summit. It also sloped to one side, near the downhill end, where the -
Hmong reduced the angle by building a log retaining walil and filling earth in
behind it. The result was something that resembled a ski jump, and when[ |
[ visiting Laos again in mid-1961, insisted on secing a couple
of upcountry sites, Bill Lair decided to acquaint him with the most innovative
aspect of the new guerrilla programﬁsD

Chapter Three

Introduced to it only a few months earlier, when he took the FAR payroll to
Savannakhet, Lair had recognized the potential of the new, Agency-devel-
oped Helio-Courier STOL (short takeoff and landing) aircraft. It would
extend the reach of Vang Pao’s thin leadership cadre—|  Jand US
advisers—to the smallest Hmong operational bases. It would also transport
sensitive and valuable cargos (payrolls, medicines, and radio gear, for exam-
ple) and allow speedy evacuation of the wounded. More of these craft would
be needed to supplement the slow—and scarce—H-34 helicopter, and Lair
wanted _ support.D

He assigned Bill Andresevic, perhaps the most accomplished of Air Amer-
ica’s Helio pilots, to make the trip, and Lair sat in the back to let him brief
[:] on the terrain as they made their way up from Vientiane.
Approaching the Phou Fa strip, Andresevic maintained flying speed until the
landing gear hit the sloping runway. As the plane slowed under the force of
gravity, Andresevic had to apply more power to keep it from rolling back-
ward, and the Helio clawed its way to the level spot at the top.

Over the years, the Hmong—and other irregulars in the Laotian Panhan-
dle—cut dozens of the tiny landing strips that allowed them to exploit this
ungainly but superbly adapted machine. None of those who built or used the
STOL strips were deterred by the unforgiving terrain, of which Phou Fa repre-
sented an extreme example. Many of them followed ridgelines that ended in a
precipice at one end and a nearly vertical mountainside at the other. Landings
were always made going uphill, and the approach had to be right the first time,
for if an unanticipated downdraft or other mischance forced a pilot to break
off an approach as he neared touchdown, he might collide with the mountain
before he completed his turn. %[ ]

Flying the Helio, as it was always called, demanded steady nerves, superior
coordination, and a certain native optimism. The pilots who stayed came to

6 Bill Lair]__|

% Ibid.; author’s recollection; descriptions of other strips by officers including l:
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rely on the capacities of the weird little craft, which took off in the length of a
football field and landed at 35 miles an hour. At such slow speeds, nearly
every pilot and all the passengers—the plane carried as many as three Ameri-
cans, but five or six of the much smaller Hmong—survived the numerous.
crash landings during the years that followed.”

In taking|:]to Phou Fa, Lair had more in mind than mere thrills, for
it was an article of faith with him that, however much a program of irregular
warfare in Laos needed American material aid, it did not require Americans to
run it on the ground. Phou Fa, he thought, demonstrated the point.”

IRON AGE G UERRILMSD

The point had mainly to do with leadership. No American was stationed at
Phou Fa. The operation there was being run by the exceptionally capable
|and the able and influential leader of the local
Catholic Hmong. did the briefing—the Hmong leader, of course, spoke
no English—and Lair characteristically stayed in the background, letting
|i|get his information and impressions directly from the men on site.
When the visitors finally roared down the slope for takeoff, Lair was confident
that lhad absorbed the message.ntl

Completing the AI‘CI:I

The encirclement of the Plain of Jars continued when al__ Jteam leap-
frogged Phou Fa to set up a base directly north of the plain.: then
pushed farther to the east. Joined by a :lteam, he set up a command post
at a village known as Ban Tha Northeast, about 11 miles north of the key road
junction at Ban Ban.” '

Vang Pao had guaranteed 1,000 volunteers from the area around Ban Tha
Northeast, but when| |arrived, local Hmong leader
Nghia Tong had perhaps 30 men waiting to be equipped and trained. Many
more were on the way, he kept assuring the advisers, but after three weeks no
more than 300 had showed up. There was, fortunately, no immediate enemy
reaction, and the standard tramlng regime got under way.™

Ban Tha Northeast straddled a ridge on which the volunteers cleared a
Helio strip. Even more than most, this one mocked all safety prescriptions.
Nearly all guerrilla bases were located on mountain slopes, usually at eleva-

™ Despite the theoretical disadvantage of its single engine, the Helio-Courier was involved in no
fatal accidents in its first five years of operation in Laos; the only fatalities occurred when one
was downed by enemy ground fire. | |

7 Bill Lair,
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tions over 4,000 feet. The strip at Ban Tha Northeast, at 4,600 feet, resembled
the ski jump at Ban Na. But it rose even more sharply , and a Helio, landing
uphill, required full power to taxi to the end. The dangers of the airstrip and
Vang Pao’s uncharacteristic mistake about recruiting potential, combined with
the proximity of two enemy battlaions at Ban Ban, made Ban Tha Northeast a
marginal site, at best. A light machine gun and a 60mm mortar were the big-
gest weapons in its arsenal, and the Hmong guerrillas could not be expected to
defend against an infantry assault, which, if it came, would almost certainly be
supported by the North Vietnamese Army. D

Chapter Three

When asked for a .50-caliber machinegun, it was not the
North Vietnamese he had in mind. The Soviet pilots who flew the IL-12 and
I1.-14 supply flights from Hanoi to the Plain of Jars sometimes dipped incau-
tiously low over Ban Tha as they approached Phongsavan. When one of them
dropped down for a closer look at the camp one day,[ _|and Hmong
leader Nghia Tong had their men ready. As the IL-12 came directly overhead,
the .50 caliber and the rest of the garrison opened up. The Soviet banked and
fled, and arriving volunteers reported that it had crashed. But Air America
reconnaissance and I:,never knew for sure whether he was the one
American to shoot down a Soviet cargo plane in Laos.™

There was a little less uncertainty about the work of the one-eyed Hmong
who with his M-1 rifle—and a very lucky shot—downed another Soviet trans-
port that imprudently followed a ridgeline offering a clear field of fire. Vang
Pao claimed to have verified that feat, which earned thc marksman a new rifle
and.1,000 rounds of ammunition. 76|:|

Two more sites opened by mid-April 1961, In late March, Jack Shirlcy, the

was preparing for a weapons drop at San Tiau, 10 miles south of Ban
Ban. Shortly thereafter,|

|set up a guerrilla training camp farther east, at an abandoned

French outpost just south of Route 7 and only a few thousand yards from the
North Vietnamese border.”

At this point, guerrilla bases covered all exits from the Plain of Jars except
the southeast, where skittish FAR units still provided the main barrier to a pos-
sible communist drive to the Mekong. Headquarters estimated that the Hmong
were tying down at least six, maybe nine, Pathet Lao battalions, and reporting

]detailed the skirmishes and ambushes that were

keeping the enemy on the defensive. Even the North Vietnamese were, at first,

7 Ibid.; Strip clevation from Joint Operations Graphic (Air), NE 48-1, 1983/ |

 Ibid
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intimidated by the ubiquitous threat of raid or ambush. Intercepted messages
testified to the anxiety of NVA units about the security of roads they had pre-
viously used with impunity, asl:ldiscovered on a visit to Vientiane
when |:Jexcitedly instructed him to “read this!"7—it was an NVA

IRON AGE GUERRILLAS| |

order to devote more resources to route sccurity.D

Dozens of guerrilla camps, some more or less permanent and others con-
structed only to support a particular operation, were to appear in succeeding
years. But the structure of the Hmong guerrilla movement was now in place. It
matured just as the great powers agreed to an informal cease-fire while they
worked on a neutralization formula de51gned to keep the conflict over Laos
from detonating a general war.
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CHAPTER FOUR

A Contentious Cease-Fire

— e —————

CIA was still racing to complete its guerrilla organization in northern Laos
when its operation at the Bay of Pigs in Cuba came to a catastrophic end on

19 April 1961. In the wake of this disaster, Washington finally abandoned the
direct US military action to retake the Plain of Jars that had been an option

four weeks earlier when the United States had endorsed the British proposal
for negotiations. Instead, it now pressed for convening the proposed 14-nation
conference on the future of Laos.!

The change in emphasis in Washington was echoed in Vientianc. There,[ |

was preoccupied with completing the command, logistic, and commu-
nications arrangements necessary for the Hmong resistance to survive a super-
vised cease-fire. But immediate tactical issues also demanded attention. The
guerrilla camp at San Tiau,l Iwas
coming under pressure and might have to be evacuated. At the same time, on
the other side of the Plain of Jars,l:!saw an opportunity to claim more
territory for the Royal Laotian Government by linking Hmong irregulars in
Luang Prabang Province with those directed by Vang Pao.zlﬂ

By mid-April the explosive growth of the program had modified I:l

—Mew of staffing requirements. Despite the possibil-
ity that a Geneva agreement might eliminate American advisers altogether, he
now wanted more American military personnel than the Program Evaluation
Office and CINCPAC were prepared to give him. At the same time,

recognized the validity of Bill Lair’s concern about with the
Hmong|

|

| “If US personne! move in on [a] large scale, attempt [to] usurp Meo
command and commanders, and appear [to] be relegating to |the] rela-
tively menial role of communicators or interpreters, [the] United States will

! Douglas Blaufarb, Organizing and Managing Unconventional War in Laos, 1962-1970, 7.
4
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lose both Meo and E’ For that reason,zwanted to follow a
“gradualist approach” that ensured CIA control over the integration of Ameri-
can military personnel and the preservation of :|effectiveness as an
autonomous adviso% element. But Headquarters could not furnish even the’

modest numbers belicved were required,[:)wcnt to PEO
for help.?

Chapter Four

As it happened, the loss of Tha Thom and other FAR reverses had per-
svaded PEO chief General Boyle that his Special Forces teams were most
urgently required as advisers to the Laotian regulars, There might have been
room for compromise, | lbut Lt. Col. John Little, working for
Boyle as the capable but “dogmatic” chief of the US Special Forces detach-
ment, muddied the waters with a jurisdictional issue. If |:|wanted Spe-
cial Forces involved with the Hmong irregulars, he should give them an area
of control—Little proposed Sam Neua Province—with CIA responsible for
funding and logistics.“b

Left to his own devices, General Boyle might have been more accommodat-
ing, but he did not overrule his Special Forces commander. And
thought the army ill-prepared to handle the tribesmen’s cultural idiosyncrasies
and the tension between them and the majority Lao. The result was that, with
the exception of Bill Chance's team at the Pa Dong command post, any Special
Forces support to CIA irregulars came thereafter on an ad hoc basis, arranged
between Little's team leaders in the field and their CIA counterparts.f’l—_—l

The Territorial Imperative

The prospect of a cease-fire impelled both sides to put a high premium on
securing as much territory as possible before talks began on the formation of a
coalition government. For that reason, |:!did not let the impasse with
Little prevent some additional expansion. Nevertheless, the shortage of super-
visory personnel induced some skepticism about individual proposals that he
might otherwise have entertained.|:|

In mid-April, Stuart Methven reported from the royal capital at Luang Pra-
bang that nimerous mountain tribesmen in his area were volunteering to the

‘local FAR commander, Colonel Siboravong. Some of them were Hmong,

already aware of the support to Vang Pao, and Methven wanted to exploit the
opportunity both to link up with Vang Pao and to claim additional mountain
territory around the royal capital. Other volunteers, including 400 Kha Mou
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from Phong Saly Province in the far north, represented tribes of whose history
and political loyalties.  |knew little.s

The few Hmong volunteers already armed in Luang Prabang were acquit-
ting themselves well, and\:lhad no serious qualms about supporting
more. But he worried about control of the Kha Mou, and about the ability of
Methven’s volunteers to attract others. *Before embarking on this type effort,
you must know whether you have a single leader with enough prestige to com-
mand [the] loyalty of [the] recruitable Kha Mou in [the] vicinity of any base”
that might be established. And the possession of a secure base area was more
important to I:[than harassing enemy forces. Methven should concen-
trate more on developing itregular units behind enemy lines and less on help-
ing FAR build commando units for sporadic forays from friendly territory.
Meanwhile,:|wanted Washington approval to recruit 4,000 more tribal
irregulars who could lay claim to additional territory not only in Luang Pra-
bang and Phong Saly but also in Sam Neua Province, in the northeast.”

A CONTENTIOUS CEASE- FIRED

Headquarters thought most of these potential volunteers too scattered to
allow effective communications. Any CIA officers deployed with them would
run too great a risk of capture, and the| [assigned to them
would have to be withdrawn from support of Vang Pao. Permission was with-
held for the moment, though Methven could support the Hmong tribesmen in
Luang Prabang Province whose bona fides he had established. Even these,.
however, would not be included in[ Jeffort to integrate the Hmong
irregulars into FAR in anticipation of a cease-fire inspection regime. Methven
could give them “what they need to fight and only as much as necessary to get
themn to fight."SD

Three days later, on 21 April, Washington’s reservations had increased. A
cable to Vientiane repeated earlier concerns about an effective chain of com-
mand and about the prospect of successfully imposing CIA conditions on the
use of US-supplied ordnance. There was also the potential problem of sup-
plies to the irregulars being cut off after a cease-fire, something that the
Hmong might “interpret as failure to fulfill commitments.”?

More alarming,| |was the rapid decay of the RLG’s mili-
tary position in the Panhandle, where communist forces now threatened Tha-
khek, on the Mekong River border with Thailand. Farther south, in
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Savannakhet Province, Pathet Lao advances threatened not only Thailand but
also the approaches to South Vietnam. The communists had just taken Muong
Phine, on the road between Savannakhet town and the South Vietnamese bor-
der, and further advance to the east would expose that border to North Viet-
namese infiltration, The Laotian Ministry of Defense renewed its appeal for a
cease-fire, but the Pathet Lao made no reply. 10

Chapter Four

The communists may have wanted time to deal with the Hmong expansion

- that threatened their southern flank in MR 2, for they followed their obdurate

stance at the bargaining table with attacks on irregular units south of Route 7.

For several weeks, Vang Pao and his advisers had anticipated a concerted

reaction to the Hmong guerrillas then spreading east from the Plain of Jars.
Headquarters shared this apprehension and, as early as 20 April, had asked
[ |about the threat to Vang Pao’s headquarters at Ban Pa Dong and
about the vulnerability of case officers and US military personnel there and at
outposts like Ban Na." |j

Hmong guerrilla base. reported that, as of 21 April, enemy infan-
try and artillery had Ban San Tiau, east of the Plain of Jars, “under heavy
attack.” Two case officers—Jack Shirley was the senior of them—}

ere supporting the Hmong volunteers and a FAR territorial unit under
Vang Pao’s commandg:]said it had instructed Shirley to withdraw, if
necessary, to avoid encirclement and had sent two H-34 hchcopters to Pa
Dong to meet the possible need for evacuation. ‘2[:

The timing of Washm%ton 5 ?uery coincided with the first major attack on a

Shirley reported next day that the initial attacks had been beaten back—the
command post itself was not yet under fire—and that patrols indicated no
enemy presence south or east of San Tiau. Concerned about the defenders’
moralc, he urged against evacuating the advisers by helicopter. But on the 23+,
Hmong scouts around San Tiau reported North Vietnamese infantry moving to
cut off all escape routes. It was too late to call for H-34 support, and the advis-
ers joined their troops in a withdrawal over the precipitous ridges to the

south,!y_ | ;

The CIA advisers carried the rifles }who alternated lug-
ging the cambersome RS-1 radio up and down the tortuous slopes of a Hmon
trail to a tiny hamlet about 5 miles from San Tiau. A message toi]

The author was the second CIA officer at San Tiau.\_‘
0 author’s
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triggered an evacuation mission next morning, and the advisers enjoyed sev-
eral minutes of suspense watching two H-34s droning up the valley toward
them. The helicopters were not yet within range of Shirley’s tiny emergency
transmitter, but their pilots could be heard debating whether they would fly
any farther into hostile terrain. About to give up and turn back, they finally
heard Shirley’s call and proceeded until the panel signaling the landing pad
came into view, 4

The withdrawal from San Tiau with only a few casualties reflected the suc-
cessful application of live-to-fight-another-day guerrilla doctrine. Advisers
and the indigenous commander flew to Pa Dong for consultation with Bill
Lair and Vang Pao. Meanwhile, the San Tiau irregulars set up a new base 10
miles to the west. 15

Divided CounselsD

At an administration briefing for congressional leaders on 27 April, Adm.
Arleigh Burke, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, “strongly and repeat-
edly” insisted that unless the United States was prepared to intervene militar-
ily in Laos, all of Southeast Asia would be lost. But he acknowledged that
such intervention meant a “tough, long, and hard war™ that might very well
bring in the communist Chinese. The prospect of such a conflict daunted even

Jthe legislators who agreed with the domino interpretation. They endorsed the

Jjudgment of the acting secretary of state that, “even recognizing [the] possible
consequences to our position in [the] remainder [of] Southeast Asia, we
should not introduce US forces into Laos.”"‘l:]

This reluctance was reinforced by the belief, prevalent on Capitol Hill, that
the Lao were unwilling to fight to save themselves. In fact, the kingdom had
no martial tradition. Its armed forces were little more than the shell of an
institution imposed by the colonial French. With an officer corps inexperi-
enced in combat and devoid of 2lan, the army displayed an endemic lassitude

that, as we have seen, shaped the US decision to turn to tribal 1rregu1ars to
restore the balance 17

The impression of FAR passivity was intensified by the understanding in
Congress that FAR outnumbered enemy forces by more than two to one—the

1+ Author’s recollection.

13

16 Chester Bowles, Telegram to Secretary of State Rusk, 27April 1961, FRUS 19611963, 146
47,

" Memorandum from Director forllntcl]igchce, The Joint Staff (Breitweiser} to the President’s
Military Aide (Clifton}, "Comparative Forces in Laos," | May 1961, FRUS 19611963, 157.D
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Chapter Four

ratio rising to more than three to one when local militias and the Hmong
irregulars were included. But the Pathet Lao now benefited from the pres-
ence of perhaps as many as 1,500 North Vietnamese advisers and specialists,
and its combat effectiveness had grown in proportion. With the enemy active
on several fronts, Vientiane had no reserves, and the prospect was one of fur-
ther reverses.'®

The unfavorable military balance léft Congress and the State Department
hunting for a formula that would preserve a noncommunist Laos while leav-
ing the ground combat to indigenous forces. A State telegram of 27 April
defined the problem as one of finding a way to stop the communist military
advance without destroying the possibility of a cease-fire and a negotiated
settlement. The Departient doubted that the Pathet Lao and the North Viet-
namese sought to conquer all of Laos, but it emphatically disclaimed any cer-
tain knowledge of their intentions. Accordingly, it recommended calling a

- UN Security Council meeting to mediate between the Laotian factions while

SEATO troops—no Americans, presumably, among them—moved into Vien-
tiane and southern Laos.!®

In another telegram, on 28 April, State continued to wrestle with the issue of
ends and means. Part of the dilemma arose from uncertainty about the inten-
tions of the Sino-Soviet Bloc, and Washington’s call for more intelligence
implied that, whatever the United States might choose to do, it would risk gen-
eral war over Laos only with great reluctance. Behind this, finally, lay the ques-
tion of the importance to the United States of a noncommunist Laos. State saw
it as contingent in part on the attitudes of Asian governments. “Our national
interest is heavy but [only] part of [the] colleclive interest in security in South-
east Asia.” If SEATO allies hesitated to participate in collective action, the
United States would have to rethink its responsibilities in the area. For Asian
neutrals as well, the time had come to decide whether the umbrella of US
power required at least their political support in the conflict over Laos. 2°l:]

The defense establishment took a harder line. Secretary of Defense
McNamara thought it essential that Laos not become another in the “present
Soviet chain of successes,” and that the United States demonstrate its unwill-
ingness “to concede world leadership to the communists.” In a memorandum
to President Kennedy, he and Deputy Defense Secretary Gilpatric recom-
mended a deadline for the conclusion of a ccase-fire, Laos might represent

18 Ibid. The ICS figures included, on the government side, a 38,500-man regular army, almost
14,000 militiamen, and 6,000 Hmong guerrillas. The enemy’s forces included the 1,500 North
Vietnamese, 4,000 Kong Le neutralists, and 11,000 Pathet Lao.

1% Dean Rusk, Telegram to Department of State, 27 April 1961, FRUS 19611963, l47nD

» Telegram from Secretary Rusk to the Department of State, 28 April 1961, FRUS 196/-1963,

148—49.|j
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"one of the least favorable places in the world for direct US military interven-

tion," but American prestige was now engaged. Failing an agreement, Ameri-
can troops should be deployed to Laos. both to preserve the kingdom and to
meet US obligations to SEATO. Washington would have to accept the possi-
bility of escalation into general war, including an attack on southern China "if
Chinese volunteers intervene,"?! '

Looking at the problem from a more localized perspective, [:
ame to a similar conclusion. Ambassador Brown was looking for
ways to strengthen the American bargaining position, andljthought it
was time to fish or cut bait. The only solution was a "real show of force," not
just to get a cease-fire, but to "establish clearly and urirnistakably in the
enemy’s mind . . . the fact that the United States means business about its
stated objectives in Laos." Failing this, Washington could expect at the confer-
ence table what it was seeing on the battleficld, namely,

a rapid erosion of [the] US and RLG position. We are almost pathet-
ically anxious to strengthen the RLG’s political position prior to the
opening of any conference, but we fail to do what is most needed for
this purpose, namely, to strengthen its military position to do so.

US and SEATO forces would be needed for this, as well as Marshal Sarit’s
agreement to move them into staging areas in Thailand. The only alternative
was an RLG retreat into the Panhandle, below the Nam Ca Dinh, but

doubted that this would provide a durable solution. More likely, it would only
“prolong the death agony and therefore US embarrassments and distress.“ZZD

Even if a cease-fire could be arranged, there remained the question of the.
subsequent relationship with the Hmong. Headquarters wanted reassurance on
several points. Did tlexercise enough control to ensure their compli-
ance? A corollary to this: Would Vang Pao’s authority over them survive the
political opposition to be expected from General Phoumi and Hmong clan
elder Touby Lyfoung? Finally, did Hmong combat effectiveness justify the
political risks of continuing support?23 o

Fdisclaimed any command authority over the irregulars;:]
e

xercised “influence” on them through Col. Vang Pae, whose approval

21 Robert McNamara and Roswell Gilpatric, Memorandum to President Kennedy, “Alternative
Courses of Action in Lacs,” 2 May 1961, FRUS 196/-1963, 166-69. Air Force chief of staff Gen.
Thomas D. White believed that intervention should be limited to airstrikes; commitment of US
ground forces inte Laos would be a “maldeployment.” But war with China was “inevitable” if the
United States todk the decisive action nccessary to avoid the mistakes of the Korean war, (Edito-

rial Note, FRUS 19611963, 169-70.
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had to precede all Hmong guerrilla operations. Conversion to a purely intelli-
gence effort was out of the question, for the entire operation rested on physi-
cally securing Hmong settlements in the mountains from the hated
Vietnamese and the Pathet Lao. But| __ |expected their regard for the
king, and their dependence on the United States for the means to resist, to
keep them responsive to tactical guidance. As for combat effectiveness, the
COS rated it as better than he had hoped. The Hmong were showing “courage,
[a] capacity [to] take losses,” the ability to “survive despite hardships and
meager rations,” and a “considerable instinct and enthusiasm for ambushing

and harassing.”

Addressing the use of US-supplied equipment, ‘:]said he found its
effectiveness hard to judge. He noted some excessive ammunition consump-
tion but expected experience and more training to improve fire discipline. At
best, the Hmong were “not going to win the war themselves,” but they repre-
sented the principal RLG asset in Xieng Khouang Province and potentially in

" Sam Neua and northern Luang Prabang as wcll.l:Jadvised that, in

separate discussions held in late April, the ambassador, the army attaché, and

~the chief of the Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) had all

endorsed the program’s expansion. Vang Pao had offered another 3,000.vol-
unteers—for a 1otal of 9,000 since the first deliveries at Ban Pa Dong—and

anted to arm them before a cease-fire was signed and an inspec-
tion regime installed.?

This preference collided with Headquarters’ nervousness about the security
of its field officers. Meanwhile, just after the San Tiau evacuation, Headquar-
ters worried that the possibility of an imminent cease-fire might provoke a
more concerted communist effort against Vang Pao's other bases. Growing
pressure on the Hmong “may signal an all out drive against them within [the]
next 48 hours.” Accordingly, hhould recall all CIA men assigned to
guerrilla sites, and PEO should do likewise with its upcountry pcople.26|:|

appealed this, asserting that nothing would be better calculated to
break the back of the resistance than to abandon the Hmong under fire. Head-
quarters acceded, for the moment, but told] it thought the prospects
for a long-term upcountry presence were very poor. Its pessimistic forecast
saw either a political settlement leading to a “strongly pro-Commie govern-
ment,” or a “Lao military defeat resulting in [the US government] being
ousted from Laos.”?’

24
25
2%

27
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A Highly Qualified Ceasc-Fird |

On 1 May 1961, Kong Le and the Pathet Lao offered a cease-fire, to go into
effect two days later. Why they did so, with FAR on the ropes, remains myste-
rious, but Washington jumped at the opportunity. There was, for now, no more
talk of US military intervention, as Dean Rusk wired Ambassador Brown say-
ing hc assumed the ambassador would “counsel [the] RLG to cooperate with-

. out raising complicating issues on picayune details,”28

Among the details Rusk wanted omitted was the formal delineation of terri-
tory to be controlled by the contesting parties, This expedient would permit
continuing competition for real estate and population everywhere except
where major troop concentrations faced each other. Verification of compliance
would be complicated, moreover, by the ideological divisions among the
members—Canada, India, and Poland——of the International Contrel Commis-
sion, which was to be reactivated for the purpose. And it could be assumed
that the Pathet Lao would quickly demonstrate a highly restrictive approach to
1ICC inspections on its turf. Nevertheless, the agreement met the one irreduc-
ible US policy imperative, to prevent the collapse of the armed forces of the
RLG without the commitment of American troops.?*

King Savang Vatthana, General Phoumi, and the civilian elite shared Wash-
ington’s foreboding about their country’s future, and all of them acknowl-
edged FAR's impotence against what they saw as an invasion by the North
Vietnamese. Whether or not they agreed with Rusk about territorial bound-
aries, they had no better chance of influencing Washington than of resisting
Hanoi, and an informal and partial cease-fire came into effect on 3 May. 3°D'

There ensued two weeks of procedural maneuvering by the signatories, dur-
ing which Headquarters authorized | |to help the Hmong
defend themselves. Offensive operations were prohibited, as was “any other
provocation which could upset [the] cease-fire.” On 9 May, State Department
instructions authorized ammu-
nition and food supplies to the Hmong | |
| |But new volunteers in scaitered enclaves were not to

be armed.?

% Memorandum from Secretary Rusk to President Kenoedy, 1 May 1961; Vientiane Embassy
Telegram 1985, “Eyes Only President and Secretary from Harriman,” 1 May 1961; State Tele-
gram 1207 to Vientiane, “‘For Ambassador from Secretary,” 3 May 1961; all FRUS 19617963,
159, 165, 171-72
® Blaufarb, War in Laos, 7.|—|
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Rusk’s preference to forgo a precise delineation of territorial holdings had
the effect of giving the advantage to Hanoi’s highly trained and well-
disciplined infantry. That advantage multiplied when the NVA exploited tacti-
cal surprise, something it had not achieved at San Tiau but which led to a pain-
ful defeat shortly after the cease-fire stabilized the points of contact between
the communists and FAR,

Chapter Four

The attack on San Tiau had come with ample warning. Several days earlier,
the CIA advisers, casually inspecting the prehistoric jars in the valley several
hundred feet below the command post, had been startled to find themselves
under harassing fire from a 105mm howitzer that the enemy had dragged

- south from Route 7. Hmong patrols had then begun reporting flanking move-

ments by battalion-strength NVA elements, and the emerging picture allowed
a prudent reaction. Two weeks later, near the border with North Vietnam, the
absence of such waming would exact a very high price.®

Whether for lack of manpower or because of Washington’s anxiety about
CIA officers in the field—risk of capture was always the main issue—there
was no CIA officer at Muong Ngat. Some 25 miles east of San Tiau and less
than 6 miles from the North Vietnamese border, it had served as a French out-
post during the First Indochina War. Now, Muong Ngat harbored friendly
forces that included both new Hmong volunteers and a company of territorial

forces, mostly ethnic Lao, under Vang Pao’s Military Region 2.

1

Before dawn on 13 May, heavy weapons opened up on Muong Ngat, tear-
ing up the buildings of the old French installation. At 0700 hours, two battal- .
ions of Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese assaulted the defenders’ positions,
where the largest bunker was occupied by| |and the territorials.
During the first of at least two hand-to-hand engagements, thel:lradi—
oman was shot through the head and killed. With that attack repelled,| |
gunners launched 4.2-inch mortar shells at the regrouping enemy until their
ammunition ran out.3

The territorials had a .50-caliber machinegun on an antiaircraft mount. Its
crew dead or dispersed,\—_—|took it over, sweeping the advancing enemy
while the remainder of his team rallied the demoralized Hmong defenders, A
recoilless rifle round struck the exposed machinegun, disabling it and knock-
ing[ o the ground. Suffering chest and face wounds, and with the attack-

2 Author’s recollection,

» Bill Lair] |
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ers again at the bunker, picked up enemy grenades and hurled them back
at the communists.3 ' '

The North Vietnamese fell back once again. But the defenders were nearly
surrounded, and their alternatives were limited: escape or be killed.|:|and
the territorials’ commander agreed to make a break for i, heading for a
wooded area that looked like the only spot on the perimeter not yet occupied
by the enemy. They alerted as many of the defenders as they could and dashed
out of their bunkers and foxholes.?

North Vietnamese fire mowed down dozens of the desperatc Hmong and
Lao, and‘ IAn enemy party——unac-
countably unarmed--intercepted them before they reached the tree line and
seized I'he men with him fought off the attackers with rifle butts and
pointblank fire, and the remaining defenders finally reached the relative safety
of the forest. There, the Hmong’s endurance and superior knowledge of the
terrain allowed them to elude the pursuing enemy. Having been separated dur-
ing their escape, the surviving and their Hmong guides headed for the
rallying point that {had designated before the attackﬁD

Two days later, they reached an outpost manned by Hmong irregulars.
Meanwhile, Bill Lair| |alertcd by an emergency message
from‘:]on the morning of the attack, had spent the daylight hours in the
air, searching for survivors. They had begun éarly on 14 May, flying over the
eerily calm Muong Ngat, where the dead littering the landscape displayed the
ferocity of the previous day’s battle. But it was not until 17 May, after a mes-
sage from the Hmong outpost harboringl:Iand his men, that Lair and|:’
[ [found and retrieved them.”'j

Imeanwhile, drew a lesson from

the disaster there. Bill Lair concluded that, in his eagerness to expand Vang
Pao’s forces, he had given too little weight to the skill and determination of
the NVA, which he knew had perhaps the finest light infantry in the world.
Now, looking at the heavy casualties at Muong Ngat, he resolved never again

s
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to give the NVA an opportunity to overwhelm the Hmong with a conventional,
concentrated assault. 39D

Chapter Four

Scaling Back the Objective] |

The North Vietnamese assault on Muong Ngat was still a few days away
when on 9 May the State Department sent new instructions to Ambassador
Brown. Washington—including CIA Headquarters, presumably—had become
apprehensive about what it apparently considered a potentially dangerous
practice of arming scattered bands of volunteers in vulnerable areas, espe-
cially east of the Plain of Jars. It decreed that, while all parties awaited the
arrival of an international inspection team, I:]could supply food and
ammunition to existing forces; but no additional weapons. And ordnance on
hand could be used only for defensive purposes. Meanwhile, the RLG should
claim Xieng Khouang as a combat front subject to inspection and insist on a
cease-fire verification process there. At the same time, PEO—now converted
into a uniformed MA AG—should help validate the government’s claim to the
province by supporting, through FAR channels, the scattering of official mili-
tia and territorial units under Vang Pao’s command.

The ambassador’s response accepted the imprudence of any new guerrilla
sites east of the Plain of Jars but took issue with several assumptions, most
emphatically the apparent expectation of an effective cease-fire inspection
regime. Replying just after the fall of Muong Ngat, he noted that the 3 May
cease-fire had freed enemy units in the sectors where combat had been sus-
pended. These were now available to assist the enemy’s “widespread and
determined” campaign to lecate and “disperse or destroy” the Hmong
guerrillas.4 '

Hmong irregulars and their families were already moving from the exposed
eastern sector, which would remove the provocation of a guerrilla presence on
the high ground commanding the routes into North Vietnam. Nevertheless,
enemy probes or attacks into Vang Pao’s territory would certainly inspire
resistance, or even counterattack, “directly or indirectly by attempting to cre-

-ate counter- or diversionary pressures in other sectors.” Enemy pressure on Pa

Dong had already compelled the ambassador to approve reinforcing it with
automatic weapons and light artillery, and he thought it essential to continue
arming new volunteers in areas where Hmong guerrillas were gradually con-
centrating, If the Geneva conference were to award Hmong-occupied territory
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to the Pathet Lao later, arbitrary restrictions on the supply of weapons and
ammunition would be even more destructive of Hmong security.+ |:|

From Honolulu, Admiral Felt weighed in with a passionate endorsement of
Ambassador Brown'’s reservations about reasonable expectations of a cease-
fire. More basically, he wanted to “urge that every possible influence be
exerted to keep Laos from being negotiated away to the communists.,” Qur
local allies, not just the Lao and Prime Minister Sarit but also President Ngo
Dinh Diem in South Vietnam, already doubted our resolve, and Washington
had. to ensure that the communists understood that the United States would
fight to preserve Laotian neutrality. This meant, in practical terms, that “some
agreement has got o be reached in Washington on the point beyond which we

‘will not be pushed.”*

Such an agreement was not to be achieved, as the administration implicitly
rejected the calls to action emanating from the defense establishment. Instead,
the State Department continued searching for a formula that would ensurc the
survival of the RLG and the Hmong without requiring the commitment of
American troops. At Geneva, where talks began on 16 May, the United States
argued for cease-fire terms that would secure the Mekong River valley and
Hmong-controlled portions of Xieng Khouang and Sam Neua. At the same
time, Washington continued trying o square the circle in its dealings with the
Hmong, hoping to minimize its still-undeclared support while preserving their
ability to defend themselves against communist incursions.

At this point, in late May 1961, the Hmong had become the principal
instrument of a continued RLG presence in northeastern Laos. But they were
now also a client whose dependence on continued US support constituted the
single greatest impediment to a settlement at Geneva. Some at State already
regretted the commitment to the Hmong, but the Department accepted that
the United States had both the “moral obligation and practical need” to pro-
tect the Hmong with material support and with diplomatic efforts on their
behalf at Geneva.“[:’ '

In Vientiane, the focus remained fixed on protecting the irregulars from a
concerted enemy drive. While Washington treated the conclusion of a perma-
nent, “watertight” agreement as if it presented a real pqssibilily,[jand

42
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Douglas Blaufarb, then with FE Division’s listened to State Department col-
leagues deploring the Hmong resistance as an impediment to speedy agreement at Geneva. (Dou-

glas Blaufarb, interview by the author, Three Churches, WV, 22 July 1999 [hereafier cited as

Blaufarb interview).
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Lair, sobered by the Muong Ngat experience, now doubted that even a recon-
stituted International Control Commission would prevent Hanoi from
“methodically eliminating organized Meo defensive positions in remote iso-
lated pockets [in the vicinity of the} North Vietnam border.” In line with
Washington’s guidance of 9 May, they were now putting increased emphasis
on consolidating the areas already held by Hmong irregulars north, west, and
south of the Plain of Jars. The San Tiau units and the Muong Ngat survivors
would join Vang Pao’s forces south of the plain, and new units would protect
refugee centers populated by civilians from isolated villages.d |

Chapter Four

The recommendation for new units reflected Vientiane's belief that, even
after ceding the area east of the Plain of Jars, other localities, more important
to the integrity of the resistance movement, required weapons if they were to
survive. Undeterred by Washington’s reluctance, asked for arms
and equipment for another 1,000 volunteers. Headquarters resisted, drawing a
distinction between Hmong villagers “under attack who must be armed to pre-

.vent their being annihilated” and those neither armed nor immediately threat-

ened. In addition—introducing a theme that would intermittently recur
throughout the course of the conflict—Headquarters feared that an expanded
program would “invite attack by Commies on newly armed units ”#7[ |

|:|reply surfaced another enduring theme, the military superior-
ity of the North Vietnamese that forced any Hmong resistance, no matter what -

its size, into an essentially defensive stance. Vientiane could not, of course,
guarantee that the communists would not attack; from the beginning, the resis-
tance had anticipated enemy moves to conquer the Hmong, and one of its pur-
poses was to defeat these moves when it could not deter them.*

foresaw serious degradation of Hmong morale in the north and
west if he were forbidden to equip five companies that had formed themselves
and recently walked in looking for arms. In addition, more forces were needed
to guard two exposed flanks. One was Vang Pac’s “back door,” the upper val-
ley of the Nam Ngum, a major river that rose near the northern edge of the
Plain of Jars and flowed through Hmong country down toward Vientiane. The
other flank, even more critical to the program’s survival, was the area south of

-Pa Dong, exposed to enemy infiltration from the east.49|:’

Headquarters acknowledged that‘:largument posed a “serious
dilemma” in Washington. If failure to arm more Hmong risked “defeat and
dispersal,” arming more tribesmen raised problems not just of “additional
commitments, [the] end of which [is] not in sight, but also probably invites
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attack on those given arms.” To Headquarters, it seemed that the communists
could and would eventually “eliminate organized armed Meo . . . although at

great cost. "5B

But\:lpoint about the probable vagaries of cease-fire enforcement
had struck home. Retreating from its earlier suggestion about the effectiveness
of an inspection regime, Headquarters now hoped for no more from it than
“some form of inhibition” against “Commie destruction of the Meo.” The

security of the tribesmen would depend mainly on force of arm

Throughout this discussion of the policy dilemma, the communists accel-
erated their military pressure on Ban Pa Dong. Not only Headquarters
)—lhe local chiefs of the agen-
cies and departments represented in the US Mission—entertaincd some doubt
that Pa Dong or the resistance as a whole would survive a concerted commu-
nist attack. Embassy officer George Roberts, visiting Vang Pao’s headquar-
ters, saw one problem arising from the various and sometimes competing
pressures on the Hmong irregulars. They were supposed to disrupt commu-
nist administration and supply lines and protect their families and villages, all
while trying to expand Hmong territorial control. At the same time, Vang
Pao’s leadership style reflected his need to “perpetuate and advance his repu-
tation for invulnerability.”s?2

Achicving any, let alone all, of these objectives had to come in the face of
the guerrillas’ limited ability to defend against the superbly disciplined infan-
try and highly proficient artillery of the NVA. Despite Pa Dong’s virtues as a
defensive position,[:lhad no desire to stake the survival of the resis-
tance on repelling a full-scale assault there. The country team message that
endorsed the latest expansion agreed, but it also cast implicit doubt on the via-
bility of the resistance. after a nominal cease-fire, even if it clung to a classical
guerrilla strategy. 5

The ambassader, lforesaw an eventual Hmong
migration as perhaps the only escape from extermination. In that event, he
suggested, the United States should try to persuade the Hmong to settle in the
mountains of the Annamite Chain in an area extending both north and south

" |
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- life, to do an aerial reconnaissance “when [he] can be spared.”55
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of the 17" parallel, separating North and South Vietnam. There, they would
find relative safety while serving as an “effective screen against [North Viet-
namese] probes, infiltration, and subversion against both Laos and [South
Vietnam].” %

Headquarters leaped at the -idea, and proposed sending a small Hmong
reconnaissance tcam to explore the area as a possible refuge. Perhaps;‘:I
had not seen the ambassador’s proposal, for he now summarily rejected

it as an idea whose time had not yet come. It would hurt Hmong morale, and
unless confronted with the immediate threat of being overrun, the tribesmen
would surely look at migration with a “very jaundiced eye,” as pre-
pared only to send a case officer, familiar with the Hmong vil]a%alnd way of

Pa Dong at Viennal:l

Unconstrained inspection by an autonomous international team would
either deter an attack on Pa Dong or place the responsibility for it on the com-
munists and the Kong Le neutralists. But appeals to Foreign Minister Andrei
Gromyko at Geneva failed to break Soviet insistence that inspections take
place only when requested by both sides. In a cable to Secretary Rusk, US del-
egation chief Averell Harriman complained that “Soviet maneuvers have
placed us in exact position we earlier declined to accept, namcly, attending
[the] conference before [a] cease-fire [becomes) effective.” With the inspec-
tion issue unresolved, the enemy was free to intensify the artillery bombard-
ment of Vang Pao’s command post.*§

Harriman apparently hoped that Kennedy and Khrushchev might resolve
the standoff at Geneva when they met in Vienna on 3 June. In a briefing paper
for the president, he noted, “The Pathet Lao are deliberately violating the de
facto cease-fire agreement with continuous attacks in the Pa Dong area.” They
were also “refusing access to International Control Commission teams

34

A Hmong migration toward the 174 parallel was suggested at a time well before Hanoi’s expan-
sion of the so-called Ho Chi Minh Trail and the infiliration of NVA combat units into South Viet-
nam. Even so, it seems naive to have hoped for safe haven for the Hmong in an arca even closer to

North Vietnam and directly athwart i
55

|

Bill Lair remembered suggesting to Vang Pao that he consider scouting out a safechaven (o the
west, across the Mekong River in Sayaboury Province. There followed some tentative exploration
by the Hmong, but the same inhibitions applied to this, more sensible, idea as to the Annamite
Chain proposal

* Telegram from the Delegation Lo the Conference on Laos to State, "For Secretary from Harri-
man," 24 May 1961, FRUS 1961-1963, 206, and passimD
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attempting to investigate” these violations. Harriman believed that the cease-
fire issue had to be resolved “in our favor” if the conference was to succeed,
and suggested that Kennedy might help achieve this with “a broader discus-
sion . . . on Laos questions.” The goal would be “Khrushchev’s assurance that
he is genuinely interested in a neutral Laos,” to be demonstrated by agreement
on several points, including an effective ICC.5

A CONTENTIOUS CEASE- FJRED

At his famously contentious meeting with Khrushchev, Kennedy made
Harriman'’s argument that only an independent body could ensure an effective
cease-fire. Krushchev summarily dismissed it; the Soviet Union, he insisted,
would not accept an inspection regime that amounted to a “supragovern-
ment.”” On this, as on other points, they could agree only to disagree, and the
communists continued their preparations to take over the approaches to the

Plain of Jars.ﬂg

On 3 June, the day of the president’s meeting with Khrushchev, bad weather
set in around Ban Pa Dong, Three days of dense fog gave the enemy-—a combi-
nation of Pathet Lao, neutralists, and North Vietnamese—a chance to bring up
more artillery and infiltrate infantry past Hmong outposts. Throughout the day
on 6 June, accurale fire from several 7Smm and 85mm howitzers kept the
defenders in their foxholes and the helicopter pad unusable. At three in the
afternoon, Jack Shirley, lzot a radio message from
Vientiane warning of an imminent attack on the Hmong company guarding the
southern approaches some 2,000 yards south of the airstrip.5®

Presumably derived from a radio intercept, the warning came too late to
prevent a surprise attack on the Hmong positions. Pa Dong had no radio con-

" tact with its outposts, and enemy artillery had knocked out the telephone line

to its southern strongpoint. Shirley got the acting Pa Dong commander to dis-
patch a regular Laotian army company in response to the warning, but once
out of sight it crept off, away from the action.®

Taking the defenders by surprise, automatic weapons fire tore through the
southern Hmong position, killing about 10 of Vang Pao’s men and wounding
perhaps 15 more. The survivors fled toward the base camp, and in Vang Pao's
absence—he was visiting another site when enemy fire closed the helicopter
pad—they could not be persuaded to turn and make a stand. Enemy fire now

¥ Averell Harriman, Paper Prepared by the Head of the Delegation to the Laos Conference, nd,
FRUS 1961-1963, 224-25.

38 Memorandum of Conversation, “Vienna Meeting Between the President and Chairman Khrush-
chev,” 3 June 1961, FRUS 19611963, 225-30,

@
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Path to a Hmong village in the rainy season

began falling on the camp itself, and Vang Pao’s site commander readily
accepted Jack Shirley’s recommendation to withdraw.®!

Shirley and Bill Chance's White Star team accompanied the main body of
Hmong irregulars, whose first concern was to get their families out of harm’s
way. The weaker families had trouble keeping up the pace, and, at one pomt
Shirley found himself carrying a Hmong baby along with his rifle. |
| \could not resist the temptation to take on the enemy in pcmon and
was wounded while covering the withdrawal with the Hmong rear guard[ |

With the rear guard discouraging pursuit, a motley
column of irregulars, territorials, and their families began a 15-hour trek
through the mountains that ended the next day at Pha Khao, some 10 miles to
the southwest.® |

Pa Dong represented a major defeat. The garrison failed to spike the four
howitzers and two heavy mortars left behind, and the irregulars had suffered
substantial casualties. More ominously, the attack represented a more general

¢! Bill Lair ‘ ‘ ‘
¢ [bid.; Roger Warner, Shooting at the Moon, 57—58{_ j

SECRET/MR
86




SEC/t'r/mn

enemy drive, not only in Vang Pao's Military Region 2 but throughout the

A CONTENTIOUS CEASE-FIRE] |

country.|

The loss of Pa Dong shook morale at Ban Na, the destination of some of the
refugees from the main command post, but clsewhere it seemed not to dimin-
ish the Hmong will to fight. Vang Pao’s authority as military and tribal leader
thus survived the setback. At first depressed and discouraged, he was busy
two days later reorganizing scattered units and making plans for guerrilla
operations designed to force the enemy back onto the Plain of Jars.

Ambassador Brown thought Vang Pao’s resilience a most hopeful sign. He
even found a positive aspect to the loss of Pa Dong, which he thought had
acquired artificial importance as the symbol of the RLG’s presence in MR 2
and the embodiment of Vang Pao’s claim to be the protector of the Hmong
people. Vang Pao, with the somewhat reluctant assent of his advisers, had
wanted to hold Pa Dong in order to anchor a Hmong territorial base and
defend the large refugee camp at Pha Khao. These considerations had drawn
the Hmong into a kind of positional warfare for which neither tribal culture
nor training had prepared them. 5

Now that both the RLG presence and Vang Pao’s authority had survived,
the irregulars south of the Plain of Jars could return to the hit-and-run guer-
rilla operations for which they had more affinity. The refugee camp at Pha
Khao remained a danger point, and the ambassador reported on 8 June that its
relocation was “now being urgently studied.” But the enemy, his supply lines
back to the Plain of Jars being harassed by the guerrillas, did not try to
exploit the capture of Pa Dong to push farther south, and the sense of cmm
gradually dlsmpated “’El

In any case, there was no way to eliminate territorial control as an integral
aspect of the Hmong program. Unlike the Viet Cong, whose families usually
remained in their villages, Hmong volunteers invariably brought their families
when they came in to be armed and trained. Every major command post—
some smaller ones, too—became a kind of garrison community, and the
expectation of security for their dependents always constituted the guerrillas’
essential motivation. 67|:|

%J | Bill Lair] |

" Bill Lair]
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O REVIGEES AT LONG TMIENO DISPLAYING VARICUS ROUSEKERFING UTENSILS HECEITED
THRY Y USATD.

Photo from undated briefing book with original caption

Bill Lair, for one, did not see this as an insuperable problem. He had already
noticed how cheerfully the Hmong people seemed to accept relocation in
exchange for some protection against the Pathet Lao and the North Vietnam-
ese. Vang Pao might worry about the effect on his authority of repeated forced
migration, but the fact remained that his people were migratory farmers. Their
slash-and-burn cultivation on mountain slopes quickly exhausted the soil that
did not disappear in erosion, and every few years they moved on to establish a
new village. With relocation farther from the Plain of Jars, they could reason-
ably hope for fairly long-term security and would not suffer extraordinary
hardship if further movement were required.

Accordingly, Lair set out to help Vang Pao find alternative sites, both for his
own headquarters and for the housing of civilians. Intensive aerial reconnais-
sance by Vang Pao and his advisers established that the village of Long Tieng,
about 12 miles west of Pa Dong, occupied a site more inaccessible to ground
attack than either Pa Dong or Pha Khao. The terrain lent itself to a longer,
wider airstrip and guarded the access to Sam Thong, which lay to the north-
west in a valley with room enough to support a substantial population. Before
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the end of the summer of 1961, Long Ticng and Sam Thong became the mili-
tary and civilian centers, respectively, of the Hmong resistance.

A CONTENTIOUS CEASE-FIRED

Conlflicting Equities and the Provocation Dilemmal:]

As long as the United States sought a negotiated settlement in Laos—a goal
it never abandoned—short-term military gain sometimes had to be forgone in
order to pursue diplomatic leverage. One such conflict of equities arose in the
wake of the Pa Dong incident. t‘and MAAG both saw the retreat to
Pha Khao as having taken place in fairly good order, and it looked as if the
Hmong could manage, in similar future circumstances, to “all back or evade
attack . . . without further disintegration.” But this assumed “continued mate-
riel support and Meo freedom to harass {the] enemy at other points than where
[the] enemy chooses to attack.” ™

This view, conveyed to the US delegation at Geneva, provoked anxiety that
the US negotiating position “would be compromised by Meo offensive activ--
ity American diplomatic tactics relied on an image of RLG forces as the
*good guys,” and Hmong attacks would blur this image. In one of the early
ironies of the Hmong program, the delegation also feared that reversion to
guerrilla tactics, the only long-term possibility for the Hmong, would “undo
[a] considerable amount of work™ persuading delegates and journalists in
Geneva that the Hmong militias were bona fide units of the Laotian armed
forces and not merely “armed local tribesmen.””

In a fluid military situation, with the enemy pushing hard, such distinctions

. could become almost academic. On 16 June, for example, two North Vietnam-

ese battalions attacked the guerrilla base at Phou San, only 6 miles from a
branch of Route 7 that bypassed the Plain of Jars on the north. The 500 irregu-
lars there repelled the initial assault and later claimed to have inflicted 100
casualties. But they did not wait for a second thrust, breaking up instead into
small guerrilla parties that, over the course of the next two days, harassed the
Vietnamese without presenting a concentrated target.’

The military imperative prevailed over the diplomatic, in this instance, and
guerrilla units continued to seize opportunities to keep the enemy off balance,
Indeed, Washington soon renounced, in practice, the essentially unilateral
abstention from arming new forces it had ordered after the informal and par-
tial cease-fire of 3 May. But these developments, inevitable on the tactical
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level, did not solve and may have aggravated the strategic dilemma facmg the
Laotian anticommunist forces and their American patrons

A recurring theme throughout the 12-ycar war, the conundrum resulted
from two irreducible obstacles to the preservation of a noncommunist Laos.
First, whatever the strategic importance of the Laotian domino or “cork in the
bottle,” the United States would accept neither the cost of an American inva-
sion nor run the perceived risk of sparking general war with a Sino-Soviet
bloc still regarded as monolithic. Whatever was to be done on the ground in
Laos would have to be done by local Lsurrogatcs.

|—an idea whose time had not
yet come—the numerical and qualitative superiority of the NVA would
always outweigh the military capacity of these surrogates, US objectives
never included military victory, but sought only to preserve a Laotian bargain-
ing position in Geneva. This meant that no expanston of the irregulars could
ever be decisive, unless the communists chose simply not to exercise their
predominant power. On the contrary, it always raised the question whether
expansion would instead provoke Hanoi and its sponsors into a full-scale
invasion of the Mekong Valley.l:l

The dilemma arose in considerations both of high policy ‘and of immediate
tactical decisions. President Kennedy and French President Charles de Gaulle
discussed it in Paris, before the Kennedy-Khrushchev encounter. De Gaulle
noted that, while the Soviets seemed to have no spontaneous designs on
Indochina, “they will . . . tend to follow every time the West moves in,”
Kennedy seemed to agree, musing that the extent of US commitments in
Southeast Asia “may have been unwise,” but there they were, and the problem
was “how to disengage in the best possible way."”i

The same problem emerged at the tactical level. In mid-June, the US Mis-
sion in Vientiane wanted to arm an additional 1,000 irregulars south of the
royal capital at Luang Prabang, and one of Secretary Rusk’s staff pointed out
the problem: they could not defeat a concerted North Vietnamese drive on the
city. On the contrary, their addition to the friendly order of battle would
“undoubtediy be used by the communists as a pretext for more aggressive

activity.” And this would probably succeed, for the enemy could “bring more
forces to bear than we.””l:l

™ Memorandum of Conversation [Kennedy-DeGaullel, 31 May 1961, FRUS 19611963, 214-20.
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But the arming of new irregulars might, on the other hand, alfow the RLG
to claim more territory in the north after a permanent cease-fire.
‘ )expected more help from them for the defense
of Luang Prabang than did State; they could at least inhibit flanking attacks
against FAR positions facing the enemy on Route 13. The Defense Depart-
ment and the Joint Chiefs of Staff agreed, but Secretary Rusk still hesitated,
and the matter wound up on the agenda of the 30 June meeting of the National
Security Council. There, President Kennedy sided with the proponents, and
the authorized strength of guerrillas armed by CIA grew to 10,500 men.’SD

—— e e e e e (T

' The issue may have been decided by the Pentagon’s pessimism about the
state of the regular Laotian military. The Joint Chiefs estimated that, at the
time of the 3 May informal cease-fire, “the enemy could advance on any front
without encountering effective Lao Army resistance.” Now, two months later,
after massive efforts ’Q_y_tihe MAAG to improve things, the army was “not yet

an effective force.”76

Meanwhile, every incremental decision to expand the irregulars rekindled
the continual debate between CIA and Defense over project costs and opera-
tional jurisdiction. The Agency lobbied for the military to assume the cost of
the Hmong resistance, something Defense resisted so long as CIA ran it. But
the military disclaimed any desire to take over until the Geneva negotiations
produced a definitive outcome. Even then, if the talks failed and the United
States moved to covert support, it wanted CIA to continue bearing the cost. In
mid-summer 1961, both issues remained unresolved; CIA continued both to
run the operation and to pay the bill.”l:l

The enemy pressure that drove the Hmong out of San Tiau and Pa Dong
receded in June, and in July, Hmong irregulars retook San Tiau. Elsewhere,
only minor skirmishes broke the quiet that prevailed not only in the mountains
but among the regular forces facing each other on the Vicntiane Plain, around
Luang Prabang, and in the lowlands of the Panhandle. In Switzerland, the
Geneva talks were equally inconclusive, as the action shifted in mid-July from
Geneva to Zurich. There, the three Laotian princes——the neutralist Souvanna
Phouma, his Pathet Lao half-brother Souphanouvong, and General Phoumi’s

73

" Memorandum from Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (Lemnitzer) to President Kennedy,
“Capabilities of the Lao Army,” 7 July 1961, FRUS 1961-1963,290-91] |
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anticommunist ally, Boun Oum—sparred not just over the composition of a
coalition government but even over the location of subsequent talks.” l:l

A lower leve! of combat in Laos did not signal comparably reduced tension
between the United States and its principal adversary. The month of June 1961
brought Khrushchev’s threat to NATO access to the divided city of Berlin, and
Walt Rostow, the president’s special assistant for national security affairs,
thought that Khrushchev might be orchestrating a “double crisis” in a decisive
test of American will. Even if that was not the case, the question of Chinese
sensitivities had always to be kept in mind. The perceived monolithic nature
of international communism did not necessarily rule out, in Rostow’s mind,
Khrushchev’s accepting a level of Western intervention in Laos that the Chi-
nese would regard as an intolerable provocation.”

]
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l In Laos, meanwhile, hhe US Mission
, were less concerned with the larger policy issues than with refining the organi-
|
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zational and logistic instruments of the new style of irregular warfare that they
had improvised over the previous six months. These became the principal
order of business as agreement at Geneva grew nearer| '
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™ Memorandum {rom Robert H. Johnson of the NSC Stail to the President’s Special Assistant for
National Security Affairs (Rostow), “Reflections on Southeast Asia,” 26 July 1961 and passim,
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Management by Extemporization

B e

Unanticipated by any of the program’s managers, air support almost imme-
diately became the single most important ingredient in bdminis-

tration of the Hmong irregulars. The absence of preparation dictated the same
improvisational approach to this issueL ]applied to
tactical matters. From the beginning in January 1961, the survival of the
Hmong resistance depended on air support for delivery of supplies and equip-
ment and timely movement of command and specialist personnel. Panhandle
operations, launched at the end of the year, came to rely on it, too

To get things and people to the right place at the right-time, a mix of civilian
and military crews flew a variety of fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters, owned
or leased by two different contractors, to guerrilla bases and operational staging
areas. All these craft flew unarmed, and all but the versatile and reliable Helio-
Courier had been designed to operate under far different conditions. 'El

Proprietary Aircraft and Sheep-dipped Pilots| |

The reliance on air transport posed the toughest early administrative chal-
lenge for the paramilitary program. The first major headache came in the form
of the Sikorsky H-34 helicopter. The same roaring, shivering contraption in
which Bill Lair| |had almost died at Ban Khang Kho, it oper-
ated at the very limits of its capacity when it struggled to take off with a full
load from a pad often more than 4,000 feet above sea level 2

The hazards would have been less with more experienced and better moti-
vated crews. The best pilots were superb, and some stayed for years, risking—
sometimes giving—their lives to deliver ammunition and supplies to remote
outposts and to evacuate Hmong wounded. But to many of them, in early
1961, the H-34 was not much more familiar than the intimidating mountains

~of northern Laos. They had to learn the terrain, and the cnemy it sometimes

! Bill Lair; author's recolteclion.lj
2 Author’s recollection.
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Helio-Courter at Pha Khao. The letter B on the tail denotes registration in the Republic of
China (Taiwan).

_harbored, while they mastered the idiosyncrasies of the aircraft itse]f.[
|

The haste that attended the H-34 deployment created confusion that further
tested crew morale. The first H-34s to arrive had been abruptly ordered to
Laos in connection with Operation MILLPOND, the contingency plan for a
US invasion of the Plain of Jars. The crews came from three services—army,
marines, and navy—and there was bickering over flying technique and the
marines’ performance of the maintenance function. |

In early June, the JCS concluded that “the helicopter portion of MILL-
POND operations is falling apart at the seams.” By that time, attrition was
confirming that H-34 pilots had good reason for anxiety about flying in
Hmong country. The Abadie-Lair crash had been followed on 15 May by

* Bill Lair; author's recollection, |

4
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H-34 at a landing pad in Hmong country

another, when an H-34 carrying NBC reporter Grant Wolfkill and others went
down during a flight from Pa Dong; Wolfkill and the crew were captured by
the communists. A few days after that, a third helicopter went down, killing its
crew. By June, two helicopter pilots were dead, two had been relieved, and
eight had “resigned.”’

Although much better adapted than the H-34 to service in Laos, the
clumsy-looking Helio-Courier was also disdained by many of its early pilots,
who looked at it as something only a mother could love. All of them came
from backgrounds in multiengine planes, and some found it demeaning to be
assigned to a single-engine craft. Others found the Helio disconcertingly
demanding, for the exploitation of its singular performance capabilities
required a new set of handling skills. Perhaps even worse, the Helio pilots
saw insult added to the perpetual threat of injury, for their short missions
between guerrilla command posts gave them limited time in the air and,
therefore, less money.®

Bill Lair; interview,
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Chapter Five

STOL aircraft after crash in vertical limestone formation known as a karst (date

and location unknown)

Dornier-28

Inadequate aircraft, some inexperienced and marginally qualified pilots,
administrative tumult, and steeply rising demand for service had combined by
mid-1961 to challenge the improvisational approach to air-support manage-
ment. The only constants were treacherous weather, difficult terrain, the near
absence of navigational beacons, and enemy ground fire. Air America and its
smaller competitor, Bird & Sons, gradually made the necessary adjustments,
covering the country with a motley fleet that, in addition to seven Helio-
Couriers, included a converted US Navy bomber of World War II vintage, a
twin-engine, German-built STOL plane (the Dornier-28) and, a little later, a

Swiss-made STOL aircraft (the Pilatus Poner).7| |
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Hmong village with combined landing strip and drop zone at lower right

The background of the pilots who flew these machines was scarcely less
diverse. Some, especially the C-46 and C-47 pilots, were veterans of Civil Air
Transport (CAT), Air America’s parent company. One of these, the legendary
“Doc” Johnson, had defied the Viet Minh's antiaircraft artillery to fly resupply
missions to the doomed French garrison at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. Robert

“Dutch™ Brongersma, renowned for natty street dress -

'was another virtuoso, in his case with
the PV-2, the navy bomber. Another CAT veteran was Fred Walker, an
extraordinarily capable Helio pilot whose bulk—he weighed well over 200
pounds—made his little aircraft look even smaller and more frail when he
squeezed himself behind the controls. Robert Hamblin, flying for Bird &
Sons, was a thrill-seeking former freelance flight instructor who stayed to
become one of the program’s most dependable and resourceful pilols.s;

7|

author’s recollection. i
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No amount of skill could entirely compensate for the deficiencies of certain
aircraft, especially the C-46 and the PV-2. In September 1961, one of each of
these crashed. Lt. Col. Henry “Heinie” Aderholt, the pioneering air operations
officer detailed to CIA from the US Air Force, blamed the incidents, in part,
on the small amount of cargo that could be dropped on one pass. Pushing it out
the door to the side required numerous passes over small drop zones, “setting
up patterns which provide [the] opposition ample time to line up ground fire.”
With the rainy season coming to an end, supply requirements would sky-
rocket, and Aderholt feared he could not meet them. The solution was an- air-
craft that dumped an entire load down a ramp to the rear, and at Aderholt’s

insistence, planning now began to replace the antiquated C-46s and PV-2s
with the twin-engine C-123 and the four-engine C-130.9 |

These refinements did not take place without some early tension between
Aderholtl [fully in charge of the Laotian air
operation from its inception, saw no reason to abdicate control to newcomer
Aderholt. Heinie, rightly confident of his unique expertise, wanted to bring

more order to what he saw as_a jury-rigged air operation. Writing from his
office at jfor the air support program,
he complained to Headquarters about interference; But he and

each gradually discovered that the othér was concerned not with

bureaucratic turf but with running a successful and economical operation, and
contention dissolved into collegial harmony.®

It was another year or two before the last.of the C-46s and the even older
C-47s disappeared from the skies over Laos. But Heinie Aderholt’s advocacy
ensured that, when thq North Vietnamese escalated their counterguerrilla

8 Author's recollection. Yet another pilot, his name not recalled, had retired from Pan American
Airways and had joined Bird & Sons apparently on a lark. As an older man, he was naturally more
cautigus than many of his colleagues and took some raillery from younger customers who had as
yet na inkling of their own mortality. One day in late 196!, flying a twin-engine converted Piper
known as the Camair, he left Vientiane for Paksane, where the Mekong tums south into the Pan-
handle. Flying east in an overcast, he may have passcd Paksane and proceeded on into enemy-

. infested mountains until he crashed. But this was only a guess, for no trace of him, his passenger,

or the aircraft was ever foundJ‘
° |

The first attempt at using the C-130 failed for lack of some of the required ground support facili-
ties. The next try, in about 1968, established this aircraft as the workhorse cargo and troop carrier.
A US Air Force standards team that inspected the program commented on the mountain
airstrips the Air America pilots had to contend with; Not one such site in South Vietnam was as bad
as the best of those in Laos. But the team awarded the Air America pilots—and the overall opera-
tion—very high marks for both efficiency and safety. (James Glerum, in a scrics of interviews and
notes in the winter and spring of 1999, furnished voluminous information from his experience with
the paramilitary programs from 196! to 1972 [hereafter cited as Jim Glerum].)

10| Bill Lair| |

SECHET/MR
98




|
C05303949

!
|
|

|
!
|
!
!
!
l

l
!
!
|
!
f
|
|
!
!
!
|

SECRET//MR

MANAGEMENT BY EXTEMPORIZATION D

activity into massive ground operations, with infantry divisions supported by
artillery and eventually by armor, the air logistics. system would meet the
challenge.[ |

Preparing for the Long Haul\:’

In late summer 1961, the gradual consolidation and expansion of the Hmong
guerrilla organization still accompanied an effort to obtain by diplomatic
means what no American policymaker expected to win by force of arms.
Washington recognized the odds against finding such a formula, and there
emerged a split-the-difference trend toward abandoning the search for a coali-
tion government and settling, instead, for simple partition, The communists
would be awarded the north and the Phoumi-Boun Oum government in Vien-

- tiane would go south into the Panhandle. But such an arrangement of last resort

would immediately be threatened by the superiority of communist forces over
those of the king. And it would constitute a de jure extension of enemy-con-
trolled territory toward the Laotian border with South Vietnam. “D

Furthermore, partition might not endure even without an all-out communist
assault. General Phoumi’s shortcomings as politician and statesman matched
those of his military leadership, and he might need a US-SEATO presence to
prop him up even in his southern stronghold. In these unpromising circum-
stances, Washington sought to strengthen the American bargaining position by
strengthening the military barrier to further communist inroads.”lj

In Vientiane, I::was concerned more with the narrower issue of
what to do to ensure Hmong survival as both an irregular force and a people,
either with or without a coalition government. Seeing no immediate prospects
fora settlement,@assumed that, if the FAR standoff with the commu-
nists continued as the dry season began in October, the enemy would be free
to concentrate on suppressing the Hmong. He proposed to avoid provoking
this by restricting Hmong operations to harassment of lines of communication
that supported enemy attacks on the guerrillas. Meanwhile, he wanted to
solidify the guerrilla organization, find and train new leaders, and form new
units while improving communications, intelligence, and logistics.”D

Some of this was already under way. The Americanl::lpresence was
always subject to being negotiated away, and it was imperative to develop local

- Memorandum from the President’s Deputy Special Assistant for National Security (Rostow) to

the President’s Military Representative ([Gen. Maxwell D.] Taylor), “A Split vs. A Unified Laos,”
8 August 1961, FRUS 1961-1963, 354-58!

12 Memorandom from Secretary of State Rusk to President Kcnncdy, “Plan for Southcast Asia,”
29 August 1961, FRUS 1961-1963, 387-88,

l3l :l
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leadership to supplement Vang Pao’s charismatic one-man show. Four of the
nine guerrilla zones that surrounded the Plain of Jars were commanded by their
traditional Hmong leaders. Fully loyal to Vang Pao, these local chieftains also
accepted tactical guidance| P“

Chapter Five

The other five zones had no generally accepted leader, and Vang Pao had
named a Hmong officer from FAR to command the irregulars in each. In these
zones, the station was trying (o identify the more influential local leaders who
might supplement or replace the outsiders. In a wishful-sounding forecast,
Iiuir predicted that, by-1 October 1961, the program would
have sufficient alternative leadership to survive the loss of Vang Pao. CIA’s
control of the communications system would allow them, they thought, to

continue directing the nine zone leaders, who, in Vang Pao’s absence, would
become autonomous. 3 ‘

But Vang Pao seemed to have more lives than the proverbial cat; despite

“his constant exposure to encmy fire, both in the air and on the ground, he

enjoyed the luck of the untouchable survivor. But his seeming immunity did
not solve the acute shortage of trained staff officers and subordinate com-
manders.:l—and Vang Pao, too—recognized that he could not
indefinitely constitute a one-man fire brigade, leading every operation and
directing every defense. lﬁl:’

In the early months, filled the staffing gaps at the Pa Dong and
Pha Khao command posts.| ﬁ'ompetence and discretion made
him indispensable to Vang Pao, who came to use him as his de facto chief of
staff. Meanwhilc,:continuw to supervise logistics, communica-
tions, and intelligence at most of the other sites. "’

As for combat leadership, Vang Pao was not quite alone. He had two experi-
enced unit commanders, the more accomplished of whom was Capt. Youa Va
Ly, a comrade-in-arms from their days in the French colonial army. Vang Pao
sometimes sent Ly to take command of a guerrilla base under attack or to a
command post that served as the staging area for a Hmong operation, No more
than semiliterate, this former noncommissioned officer was tireless, smart, and
entirely without fear. Bill Lair| watched with admira-
tion as he traveled the mountains, instilling in new guerrilla units an indispens-
able modicum of military organization and discipline under fire. 8

16 Bill Lair,
17 Ibid.
12 Tbid,
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With doing the staff work,ljmight have been content with

the field management structure. But Bill Lair had always seen indigenous
leadership as the key to a successful Qam_san_emdmzanmL

|The instruments of this strategy were the Special
Operations Teams (SOTs), each composed of a dozen literate young
Hmong—32 in the first group—{; for training in July.
Instruction in weapons, tactics, communications, mapreading, intelligence,
and other military skills was supplemented with the parachute training that
symbolized their elite status. 1 D

An SOT, composed of fulltime combatants, could be assigned to any guer-
rilla site, from which it could conduct small-scale raids and long-range intelli-
gence missions. But the program had the larger intent of buttressing local
military leadership. The SOT would do this by example, in a way that respected
the traditional tribal hierarchy, but the most successful tecam leaders would pre-
sumably acquire de facto authority as they proved their compctence.zol—_—\

Larger missions would require more firepower and more concentrated
small-unit combat training. This, too, would require fulltime combatants, with
dependent families cared for at major sites like Pha Khao and Ban Na. To
meet this need, Vang Pao began recruiting for the Special Guerrilla Units
(SGUs) that became the core of the Hmong ability to take the war to the
enemy. Platoon-sized at first, with about 30 men, the SGUs were by 1965
operating in battalion strength, with as many as 350 men, and the designation
became something of a misnomer.2| |

Meanwhile, Vang Pao’s personal touch continued to bind the Hmong resis-
tance into a cohesive and responsive whole. :might reasonably
hope for someone clse to emerge, if disaster struck, but his dynamism and
charisma meant that, so long as he remained on the scene, just one man would

be in charge| |

Exploiting Vang Pao’s status as both military commander and political
leader of a clan alliance required some departures from conventional funding
and accounting procedures. By September 1961, the original practice of rout-
ing the entire Hmong payroll through Vang Pao had become too unwieldy to
continue, and Bill Lair proposed that his case officers deliver the cash directly
to the nine zone commanders. Vang Pao had one unanticipated reservation:
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Chapter Five

under the new scheme, the slush fund indispensable to his tribal leadership
would disappear.

By then, 60 Hmong irregulars had been killed in action, and surviving rel-
atives had depended on Vang Pao to defray the cost of burial. The disruption
of Hmong economic life resulting from relocation 1o safchavens like Pha
Khao had created other demands, not all of which were being met by the
USOM refugee relief program. Vang Pao acknowledged that he’d skimmed
the payroli, up to that point, to meet the most urgent of these requirements,
and now asked for| la month to make up the shortfall. In
characteristically pragmatic spirit, did not reproach Vang Pao for
this irregularity. Instead, [Lair apologized for not anticipaling
this “urgent and legitimate requirement” when they asked Headquarters to
make up the difference.23|:| i

Manpower potential for Vang Pao’s Military Region 2 included the rem-
nants of FAR units, many of them ethnic Lao, which had disintegrated in Jan-
uary when FAR abandoned the Plain of Jars. In August 1961, members of
various militia and territorial units, some of them Lao, were continuing to
straggle into Vang Pao’s outposts, and wanted to give the resistance .
army the benefit of their military experience. In any case, whether or not they
could do anything useful for Vang Pao, they had to be denied to the enemy. If
they were rejected in favor of exclusively civilian Hmong volunteers, they
might just go over to the other side. Meanwhile, new Hmong volunteers con-
tinued to press for arms, including several hundred from southeast of the Plain
of Jars, who came in with tales of recent North Vietnamese atrocities.2“|:]

Many of the most recent volunteers, both FAR and civilian Hmong, had
come from Sam Neua Province, to the north] now saw an opportu-
nity to build a guerrilla organization there that only a massive communist
operation could eradicate. Between 6,000 and 10,000 volunteers, in these two
provinces alone, were ready to go. In addition, there might be additional
potential in Military Region 1, especially among the ethnically distinct Yao
tribesmen of Luang Prabang, Nam Tha, and Sayaboury Provinces.?

Vientiane’s proposals became part of a package that Secretary of State Rusk
submitted to President Kennedy on 29 August. It began with conventional
military options—like a possible SEATO invasion of the Mekong Valley—to
be launched if the communists resumed their advance when the rains stopped.

n ' _l
n | . .
24 |

]
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Vang Pao presiding over
pavday for the troops, c.
1967

(Courtesy of Bill Lair)

Other measures included a unilateral resumption of air reconnaissance, the
dispatch of more military training teams, and the recruitment of more Hmong
irregulars.

President Kennedy approved just one of Rusk’s proposals, the 2,000-man
addition to the Hmong guerrillas that would bring the total to 11,000. As
always, he sought to improve the RLG’s position at the lowest possible level
of provocation to Hanoi and to the major communist powers. Accordingly, he
put on hold the suggestion for expansion into Sam Neua. The new weapons
would go only to strengthen the Xieng Khouang resistance and to consolidate
forces there and in Luang Prabang Province. But policy could change with cir-
cumstances, and Washington wanted intelligence on resistance potential in
Sam Neua and adjacent tribal areas in North Vietnam. At the same time, con-
cemned about reported Soviet air support to communist infiltrators passing
through Tchepone, the administration called for reconnaissance of Routes 8
and 12, leading out of North Vietnam into the northern Panhandle.””| |

26 Rusk Memorandum, “Plan for Southeast Asia.‘l 7 !
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Guerrillas for the Panhandle‘j

Chapter Five

The communist challenge in the Panhandle had arisen in the spring of 1961,
when intensified communist military pressure there accompanied the attacks in
Hmong country. FAR units in the south were as ineffectual as those in the
north, and, at the end of April, the enemy drove them out of the garrison towns

“of Muong Phine and Tchepone. With these attacks, the communists secured the

Laotian border area with North and South Vietnam, gaining a hold they did not
relinquish, except for a few days in 1971, until the end of the war.zsr_y—]

As new intelligence alleged increasing North Vietnamese infiltration
through Laos into South Vietnam, Washington faced the usual dilemma.
Although no combination of indigenous forces could entirely suppress
Hanoi’s violation of Laotian territory, the use of American forces was already
ruled out. Yet inaction posed its own dangers. Saigon’s hold on the South Viet-
namese countryside had begun to decline over a year earlier, and unhindered
communist use of Laotian territory would give Hanoi a major, perhaps deci-
sive, advantage. Washington's fear of massive Soviet or Chinese response to
an expanded paramilitary program faded as the United States sought to limit
Hanoi’s use of a porous border to feed the burgeoning insurgency in South

Vietnam. 29{:|

No Laotian initiative to counter this infiltration was to be expected. The

RLG, preoccupied with the Mekong Valley, cared relatively little about the

mountainous and lightly populated eastern Panhandle.!:l

If only the United States was to respond, questions remained as to what
form that response would take, and who would run it. A US government intent
on a negotiated settlement had entrusted CIA with irregular operations in
Laos. In Vietnam, US Army Special Forces teams were engaged in tribal pro-
grams similar to the one with Vang Pao. But all these teams worked under
CIA’s operational control. Since any deployment of Vietnam-based units to or
across the Laotian border would be surreptitious, Washington’s discussion of
sponsorship was brief; CIA would be in charge. It remained for the Agency to
decidel:\and which indigenous elements would participate,

l

Ecut the Gordian knot regard-

ing the.persisting confusion about numbers of volunteers armed; an “arbitrary Headquarters
assumption for future reference purposes [is] that approx{imately] 9,000 [have been] armed to

date.”
L |

9
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L ' ]claimed a role in combating commu-
nist investment of the eastern Panhandle. Saigon, interested solely in finding
and disrupting North Vietnamese infiltration and supply routes into the South,
was authorized in June 1961 to send intelligence and combat patrols on short-
term missions across the border. These would monitor and harass the move-
ment of men and supplies south from Route 12. With admirable courage and
persistence but to little effect, US Special Forces personnel and local irregu-
lars struggled through dense jungle into areas unknown even to the tribesmen

. recruited as guides.3

| had three options. The first called for the creation of a
Hmong guerrilla zone where Route 8, linking the northern Panhandle with the .
city of Vinh ih North Vietnam, crossed the border. The second involved a new
program, using the Hmong as a model but recruiting ethnic Lao from their vil-
lages along the foothills of the Annamite Chain. This would introduce a new
clement into the paramilitary effort, which, to this point, had involved only
tribal minorities. The potential of an ethnic Lao program to impede infiltration
of communist supplies and manpower into the Panhandle toward South Viet-
nam would depend on its ability to compete with the.Pathet Lao for civilian
loyalty. There was also a third possibility, the use of long-range reconnais-
sance patrols from bases on friendly territory.®!

The three options were not mutually exclusive, and, in fact, the Agency
adopted all of them. On-29 June 1961, while the Saigon station was preparing
tribal reconnaissance patrols into the area just below the demilitarized zone,
President Kennedy authorized a new force of ethnic Lao irregulars.ﬂlj

As the headquarters of FAR Military Region 3, Savannakhet would have
been the obvious choice as a training site and command post for activity in the
upper Panhandle. wanted the same kind of autonomy there that
it enjoyed in the north, where it kept the RLG generally informed but exerted
operational control through its case officers and PARU. In the new activity,
CIA would be working with ethnic Lao rather than mountain tribes, and the
question of control, always sensitive, became even more delicate.3

Ju| |
| the author served in the ill-starred Border Surveillance Pro-
gram, which, almost entirely without success, tried to monitor North Vietnamese infiltration from

Laos |
k3l .

32/

W Methven interview
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There was also the question of the Lao will to fight. Given the almost uni-
versally poor combat record of ethnic Laotian units, entertained
some doubt about the feasibility of working with lowland volunteers. The
immedi‘ateﬁerative was to test the idea in the most favorable circumstances

Chapter Five

il

As it happened, a Colonel Sounthone, now commanding the FAR regimen-
tal combat team at Thakhek, was onc of the “young Turks” of the CDNI
whom station officer Stu Methven had tried to help with their effort at political
modernization. Sounthone was both a native of the Thakhek area and a vet-
eran of the Lao Issara, an anticolonial but also anticommunist movement that
flourished briefly after World War II. Methven thought him a good candidate
for the experiment, and flew to Thakhek to explore the possibilities.?f‘D

Sounthone was entircly receptive and offered to recruit civilian volunteers

he had known since their days together in the Lao Issara. Methven introduced

the casc oﬂ'icer\ lwhile Sounthone introduced
the proposed unit leaders and the members of the provincial coordination
committee set up to oversee, at least nominally, the new activity. With an
agreement on pay and death benefits—it was based on the modest emolu-
ments paid to militiamen—a deal was struck. The leaders of the proposed
three units began slipping back into contested areas like Napé and the NaI_K__a\L'

Plateau, northeast of Thakhek, to recruit local residents to fill the ranks.3¢

The idea was to create platoon-sized units of 27 men each, trained outside
Thakhek and infiltrated into areas controlled by the communists but not occu-
pied in force. Sounthone was confident that the inhabitants of Na Kay and
other locales east and southeast of Thakhek shared the anti-Pathet Lao senti-
ments of the unit leadership, and local recruitment would fill needs for both
intelligence informants and combatants.?

The new project would eventually deploy regimental-sized forces of infan-
try irregulars, often supported by tactical airpower provided by Air America
or by one or more of the US, :or Royal Lao Air Forces. At its
inception, however, there were just the case officer,|:| interpreter to help
him deal with indigenous contacts ignorant of French, the FAR subdivision
commander, and the local US Special Forces detachment consisting of one-
half an “A” teamn, or about six men.“D

 Tbid,
3 Tbid,| :
%6 Tbid.; author’s recollection. The author served as|:kase officer for the Thakhek project
from the summer of 1961 until December 1962, He has no recollection that the provincial com-
mittee ever convened as a body] | '

37

3 Author's recol]eclionD
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The mission of Special Forces Capt. Sidney “Sid” Hinds and his men was
to advise and train Colonel Sounthone’s Groupement Mobile 14 (GM 14).
Unfortunately, for all his good will, Sounthone was not visibly more aggres-
sive than the ordinary run of FAR officers, and the unit’s performance—
mainly in static security—gave the Special Forces men little sense of labor
rewarded. A case officer’s suggestion that they train the new irregulars drew
an enthusiastic response, and their commander—the same Lieutenant Colonel
Little who had demanded Special Forces control of Hmong operations in Sam
Neua—approved. )

ulars, training got under way, and expected to dispatch the three
units in mid-September. Captain Hinds was content with a consulting role in
their deployment, and the FAR subdivision commander required no more than
an occasional briefing. From the beginning, [_——_|enjoyed essentially
unilateral control. ’

With the military advisers dividin% their time between GM 14 and the irreg-

As it happened, the only military man—an aspirant, or warrant officer:
among the leaders recruited by Colonel Sounthone was a native of the Napé
area. He had already brought out volunteers for training, and his group was the
obvious candidate to respond to the need for more intelligence on North Viet-
namese infiltration through Laos. But secure communications would be a pre-
requisite not just to a successful operation but even to survival in a border area
infested with both North Vietnamese and Pathet Lao. When in the early fall
Washington increased the pressure for more intelligence, the student radio
operators being trained[:|at Thakhek had not yet mastered their new
trade, and the unit was not ready to go.‘”l:l

Indeed, the potential of the entire activity there remained problematical.
The three unit leaders had brought recruits out of their respective areas, and
these had performed well in training. But the few who were not ethnic Lao
came from the unproved (and at Xicng Dat, only a few months earlier, treach-
erous) Lao Theung minority, and esitated to put all its operational
eggs in this untested basket.*

3 :
“0 ‘ Jauthor’s recol- .

lection,
*! Author’s recollection.| ~

n _ 1
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Beating the Clock\j

|:|hand was forced on 8 October, when the three Laotian factions
accepted Souvanna Phouma as the consensus candidate for prime minister in a
coalition government. Although many issues remained in dispute, early agree-
ment might soon become a fact. This would presumably prohibit further
expansion of the irregulars, and with the potential of the Thakhek initiative

still a question mark,]  turned to the Hmong option.* D

Vang Pao assui‘ed Bill Lair that some 12,000 Hmong inhabited the hills in
the border area at Route 8. He suggested that the clan leader from the ill-fated

operation at Muong Ngat be sent south to find two relatives, both local lead-

ers, who could organize their compatriots. Assuming a successful reconnais-
sance by Vang Pao’s emissary, [ipmpose begin by securing the
Route 8 area with 1,000 new Hmong volunteers.*

Headquarters seemed to balk: why could|:not rely on the new
Thakhek-based operation and perhaps on Lao patrols manned by General
Phoumi’s Directorate of National Coordination? Reversing field, the same
cable reasoned that arming Hmong in the Panhandle could be justified on the
identical basis as that in Xieng Khouang: it would establish both an RLG
presence and the potential for large-scale harassment of enemy communica-

tions.|

yil

iwas at pains to define the limitations of even the
most favorable outcome in the Panhandle. During an October visit by
CINCPAC Adm. Harry Felt and an admiral from the JCS _ lgot the
impression that they arrived “looking desperately for some solution short of
commitment of US forces.” But the impediments were overwhelming, and
Admiral Welling of the JCS explicitly acknowledged that interdiction of
North Vietnamese infiltration would require the commitment of conventional

4 Memorandum from State Department Executive Sceretary (Battle) to the President’s Special
Assistant for National Security Affairs (Bundy), “Weekly Summary, Geneva Confercnce, October
2-8,1961,” 11 October 1961, FRUS 1961-1963, 463

44

l

45I

The Special Group, chaired by the national security adviser and including State, Defense CIA,
and sometimes the FBI, provided pelicy guidance for covert operations. I:I

SEC#ET/IMR
108




|
co§303949

SEC%TI/MR

MANAGEMENT BY EXTEMPORIZA TIOND

US as well as I:Soulh Vietnamese ground and air forces.
summarized this exchange for Headquarters in a cable clearly intended to
preclude unrealistic expectations in Washington of Agency opetations in the
Panhandle.*.

While l:lawaited word from Vang Pao’s emissaries to the Napé
area, one of the Thakhck-based teams finally trekked overland, approaching in
somewhat gingerly fashion its Napé-Lak Sao target area. It began to report
useful information about enemy activity and seemed to have the sympathy of

_the villagers on whom it relied for information and food. A second team infil-

trated onto the Na Kay Plateau, northeast of Thakhek, and

expressed both satisfaction and his modest expectations of the activity when
he reported that the Thakhek teams had “done better thanI:ilhoped
or expected.” Ambassador Brown, told that two of the three teams were now

- installed behind enemy lines, had displayed “pleased surprise.””I:l

But Phoumi’s Directorate of National Coordination teams never rcached
their target, if indeed they were ever dispatched. And Vang Pao’s mission to
the Hmong around Napé was stalled not far from Muong Ngat; on 29 Novem-
ber he and —]and a column of 100 men had reached a point only
13 miles to the southeast. A week later, having proceeded another 10 miles,
word arrived that iwo North Vietnamese battalions had crossed the border, -
headed for Muong Ngat. Painful memeries of the sfaughter there in May
revived fears for families still in the area, and when the Hmong heard heav
firing from their rear on 7 December, the mission to Napé was aborted.“sd

With these developments, the burden of working behind enemy lines in the
upper Panhandle fell by default on the Thakhek-based irregulars, This pro-
voked a reprise of the earlier discussion of 1,000 new Hmong volunteers for
the Napé sector. Headquarters, under pressure from assistant secretary Averell
Harriman to avoid provocative action, wanted more intelligence but without
any commitment to large-scale recruiting in the target area. Not only that, Har-
riman anticipated that a political settlement would restrict the activity of irreg-
ulars already under arms. The Soviets had promised him, he said, to “keep
communist forces in line in Laos” and to end the infiltration through Laos into -
South Vietnam. In return, the United States would have to comply, “spirit and
letter,” with the agreement.*®

46|

7 Author's recollection; |

L |

48

49

SEC%ET/IMR '
109




C05303949

SEC?éTIIMR

Chapter Five

Entrance to the Kong Lo tunnel, which provided dry-season access via the Nam
Hin Boun River to the Na Kay Plateau (U)

L _Jenjoying an unexpectedly large response to the proselytizing
of the first Thakhek units in their native villages, thought it self-defeating
now to renege: the Americans would lose all credibility with the people they
had been encouraging to take up arms on behalf of the RLG. Harriman had
already recognized the importance of the irregulars in monitoring an agree-
ment; indeed, if their intelligence should prove communist bad faith, this
“would be another story.” Faced with the alternative of leaving the castern
Panhandle to the communists, he authorized| ~to recruit up to 500
more volunteers for that area.™

This authority did not, however, extend to the use of General Phoumi’s
DNC personnel with the Thakhek guerrillas. Ensuring the survival of CIA's
irregulars had to be accompanied by pressure on the Laotian principals to
form a coalition, and Washington feared that using Phoumi’s irregulars would
encourage him to think that the Americans were not entirely serious about an
agreement, after all. Accordingly, he would not be invited to participate.’!
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Other adjustments had to be made in anticipation of a conclusion to the
Geneva talks. For one thing, there was always the possibility that negotiations
would fail and that a return to overt hostilities would follow. Washington
wanted to deal with this contingency by establishing a wartime pecking order,
especially with respect to CIA and the Defense Department. An anxious flurry
of correspondence about who would be in charge finally came to an end with a
common sense suggestion from:’and the other interested parties in
the Vientiane Mission. They proposed simply to have continue
managing the irregulars while puttmg the effort under the overall dlrecllon of
the military. 52|:|

But a political settlement remained more probable, and -~ laid out
its plans to support the irregulars under a coalition government.
tried to strike a balance that would help the irregulars survive without giving
the communists a pretext.to move against them in force. A “skeleton com-
mand structure” would remain in Hmong couhtry,[ ‘
_ [Vang Pao would prepare
instructions to the guerrillas on “hiding weapons, attempting slowly [to] drift
back to home villages, abstaining from all provocative action, [reporting] all
enemy activity . . . and [returning to the] hills on call from Vang Pao.” Deci-
sions would be required also on such things as demobilization—or, for some,

food and medicines. 3

The planning for these contingencies assumed communist and neutralist
compliance. But no one in either Washington or the US Mission in Vientiane
took this compliance for granted, especially after a Hmong commander near
the Plain of Jars inadvertently handed the enemy a propaganda coup. In late
October 1961, when the Hmong took up blocking positions on a road serving
Xieng Khouang town, they seem to have provoked mortar fire from inside the _ _ I
town, which the Hmong commander promptly returned. Some of his shells hit
a French mission school, killing or wounding several children, and damaged
the house of the Polish ICC de]egate.s“D

l;r; iho's artncnpatlon in Panhandle operations appears to have come to an end in
December, when }rcjected his demand to exercise tactical control and manage the radio
communications. . ‘ ]

— '

33

3 Memorandum from State Department Executive Secretary (Batlle) to Special Assistant for
National Security Affairs (Bundy), “Memoranda on Laos Requested by the President,” 2 Novem-
ber 1961, Enclosure 1, FRUS 1961-1963,490-91] |
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Chapter Five

Incremental Concessions

Bitter communist invective branding the Hmong as murderous outlaws
exerted perhaps its most significant effect on Averell Harriman at Geneva.
Responding to his complaint about Hmong depredations, Winthrop Brown felt
constrained to remind him that, however unfortunate the casualties-in Xieng
Khouang town, operations around the Plain of Jars had, as their sole purpose,
the defense of the Hmong against a campaign led by the Souvanna-Kong Le

- neutralists. The neutralists, in turn, relied increasingly on support from the

Pathet Lao and the North Vietnamese. They. were executing a repressive pro-
gram that included not only military force but the disruption of village life by
forcible conscription of porters and intimidation of village elders. Ambassador
Brown thought it “inevitable™ that the Hmong would fight off these intrusions
into their mountain domain and implicitly endorsed their refusal to submit.5

The debate continued, with Harriman continuing to question the utility of
the irregular forces and Brown defending their discreet and

gradual expansion {as] useful even in the present situation. I would
hate to lose the momentum which has been generated and turn away
people who are willing to fight to protect their village from the
[Pathet Lao] until we have something concrete to substitute for this
effort. To stop now would weaken or destroy what we have already
built, and it would do nothing to establish control over territory and
people who otherwise will have to accept [Pathet Lao] control.

35
56
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As for the neutralists, Brown wanted Harriman to understand that “the forces
lo%al to Souvanna are present in very little of Laos, and control even less.”s?

Harriman’s icy realpolitik might display little concern for the Hmong and
indeed for the survival of a Laos led by the vain, vacillating Souvanna
Phouma. But, in fact, there could be no negotiated settlement without com-
promise, and with US military action effectively ruled out, the arguments
within the Kennedy administration and between it and the Soviets now con-
cerned the form these compromises would take. The basic constraint, suc-
cinctly articulated by President Kennedy in late August, remained the same.
The United States would not “take on a war in L.aos in a situation where we
lack French and British support and where public interest in the United States
had greatly declined.”ﬁﬂ

This left open the guestion of just what compromises were going to be
made, and on this Harriman and much of official Washington often disagreed.
In his single-minded pursuit of a deal with the Russians, Harriman tended
both to distrust General Phoumi’s commitment to a settlement and to accept
Moscow's ability and willingness to impose compliance on its Laotian susro-
gates. State and Defense thought Phoumi essentially malleable, however
reluctant, and deplored some of Harriman’s proposed concessions on the func-
tioning of the ICC. In the face of American irresolution, Georgi Pushkin, the
tough, skillful Soviet negotiator, pressed for incremental modifications whose
cumulative effect emasculated the crucially important inspection regime.*

An NSC staffer, Robert Johnson, recognized the weakness of the US posi-
tion and forecast the outcome. He drew the prescient inference that the effort
to preserve a noncommunist position in Laos would “revolve primarily around
what can be done to put some strength in a probably very weak Souvanna-led
government.” Meanwhile, as a State Department observer put it, the new ICC
would be just a “1954-type ICC plus helicopters.”®| |

Meanwhile, as the diplomats éparred in Geneva, Sworked with
Vang Pao—just promoted to full colonel-—to create an organization capable

: |

%8 Memorandum of Conversation, “Meeting . . . to Discuss Southeast Asia,” 29 August 1961,
FRUS 1961-1963, 350-98,

* Telegrams from delegation to the Conference on Laos to State: Confe 786, Harriman to Rusk
and President Kennedy, 26 October 1961; Confe 809, Harriman to President Kennedy {Eyes
Only), 2 November 1961; FRUS 1861-1963, 482-83, 495-97 and passim '

% Memorandum from Robert H, Johnson of the NSC Staff w Deputy Special Assistant for
National SécuritLulf\ffairs (Rostow), “The Geneva Negotiations,” 2 November 1961, FRUS 71967-

1963, 408-99,
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of surviving the strictures of a negotiated peace. On- 1 October 1961, the
Hmong leader set up a Vientiane headquarters. This was followed six weeks
later by a joint headquarters, near the Wat Tay Airport, that included the
Americans—CIA and two US Special Forces staff officers

and two of Vang Pao’s staff officers. A:lair operations team
completed this command post, which served as a base of operations for Blll
Lair and Pat Landry. 6'|:| :

On 1 November, 1:|—trained Hmong radio operators began serving
all but one of the nine zones of Vang Pao’s Military Region 2, and graduates
of the next class were assigned to the ninth. Along with the Thakhek-based
guerrillas, dispatched during this same period, the. Hmong worked the only
secure, indigenous military communications networks in Laos. After com-
pleting two weeks training in first aid and basic hygicne, 60 other Hmong
were distributed throughout the nine combat zones. Vang Pao directed all this
from his new command post at Long Tieng, 7 miles northwest of Pha Khao,
which he chose for its greater security and for terrain allowing a longer air-
strip. From this headquarters, Vang Pao ran MR 2 combat operations—both
regular FAR and irregular Hmong—unti! the cease-fire of 1973 brought a
formal end to hostilities.@D

Chapter Five

The consolidation and refinement of the Hmong resistance organization had
its counterpart in efforts by the communists to solidify their control of the area
north of the Plain of Jars, particularly alon'g Route 6, the road from Ban Ban to
Sam Neua town. This in turn led the Vientiane Mission—Ambassador Brown
and MAAG, I-to make a late November proposal to send
a team to rearm and retrain two FAR territorial battalions. These were
“orphans,” cut off since the fall of the Plain of Jars and now located 20 miles
north of Ban Tha Northeast, where had helped set up a Hmong
base the previous summer. In addition, Vientiane wanted to protect the north-
emn sector by recruiting another 600 Hmong m‘egulars from the area west of
these territorial battalions and directly north of the Plain of Jars.® D

Arming FAR territorial units would put CIA in the position of supplanting
part of MAAG’s Military Assistance Program, and Headquarters expressed
some reluctance. But its reservations had less to do with this jurisdictional
aspect than with the perennial tension between bolstering the RLG’s military
position and facilitating Harriman’s work at Geneva. Asked to wait for “clari-

— | ;

@ |
6

Territorfal battalions were light infantry whose place in the Laotian defensc organization some-
what resembled that of the National Guard in the US mililary.!j
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fication” of the political situation,[:]Eponded that time was not on
Vientiane's side. He invoked B
carlier endorsement of the idea when he urged Washington at least to supply
some crew-served weapons for the territorials.ﬁ“|:]

Enemy action, once again near Xieng Khouang town, soon reinforced

sense of urgency. Hmong defenders on the slope of Phou Kabo,
southeast of the town, beat off an attack on 23 December; the enemy left 10
dead, two radios, and a recoilless rifle. For the next two days, artillery shells
pounded the defenders; a defector from the attacking Kong Le forces later said
the guns were manned by North Vietnamese. The same defector talked of two
Vietnamese battalions deployed toward the Vientiane Plain to prevent the
withdrawal of Hmong irregulars under attack by Kong Le. At the same time,
according to a captured North Vietnamese soldier, a battalion of Hanoi’s 316"
Division was participating in fighting in the far northwest, around Muong Sai.
The level of combat in Hmong country alone was reflected in the 99 enemy
soldiers reported killed in the month of January 1962.°5|j

A More Combative StanceE’

Having yielded to Harriman on the functioning of the ICC, the administra-
tion overruled his opposition to strengthening the anticommunist position in
north and centra] Laos. Probably influenced by aggressive enemy moves
around Xieng Khouang town and in the northwest, the administration dis-
played a sudden new willingness to take risks with the outcome at Geneva. An
interagency message of early February 1962 abandoned the earlier emphasis
on accommodation and compromise. Instead, it pointed out the “pronounced
advantage for the United States and any new RLG” of reducing the commu-
nist potential for controt of population and territory. %

The new guidance took note of the strongly anticommunist conviction of
the tribal peoples in thé north, and proclaimed the necessity to continue
expanding their ability to defend themselves. As to the secrecy of such an
effort, CIA Headquartcrs. noted that Phoumi Nosavan—more knowledgeable
than any other RLG official—had “only the most gencral” familiarity with the
program, and its gradual expansion could be concealed even from him.‘“‘:’

L _]authorized to expand the programs in both north-
ern and central Laos, beginning with 2,500 Springfield boit-action rifles to be -

64
65
[ 4
66
L1
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issued to isolated groups of ethnic Yao in Namn Tha and to Hmong in northern
Luang Prabang Provinces. Another 2,500 of these weapons were to be held in-
reserve. If not needed earlier, they could eventually be issued to irregulars
who would surrender them—not their semiautomatic weapons—in the event
of demobilization.

Chapter Five

More generally, the US Mission was authorized to move “as rapidly as
consonant with reasonable security and avoidance of undue provocation to
either side.” With this permissive formula to guide it, CIA began an energetic
expansion of the Laotian resistance that soon carried it not only into the
northwest but also onto the strategically important Bolovens Plateau in the
far south.$ '
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CHAPTER SIX

Squeezing an Ally

e

‘The decision, made in February 1962, to expand the Laotian irregulars even
at the risk of adverse diplomatic consequences brought some changes in the
program. Fewer inhibitions meant, among other things, bigger weapons, and
the station won prompt approval of its request for 75mm recoilless rifles to be
fired from Hmong positions on high ground against troop concentrations and
vehicle convoys below. ‘Recruiting continued apace, and by March almost
11,000 Hmong had been armed and trained. At Thakhek, two new units were
formed from volunteers in the area to the southeast, toward the Demilitarized
Zone in Vietnam.ID :

This surreptitious assertiveness did not mean that the administration was
any less determined to achieve a political settlement, only that it would run
more risks to avoid a deal representing nothing better than a disguised surren-
der. Accordingly, expansion of CIA-controlled irregular forces was accompa-
nied by fierce pressure on the rightist RLG—especially defense minister
Phoumi Nosavan—ito compromise over the distribution of cabinet posts in a
coalition government.?[ |

This had begun immediately after Souvanna’s selection in October to be
prime minister in a new government, There was a moment in late December,
after a cordial meeting between Phoumi and Souvanna, when it looked to
Phoumi as if they might be approaching a mutually satisfactory formula.

- Ambassador Brown talked to him about that session, and the general sounded

optimistic about getting at least the Interior Ministry. Brown thought this
cxpectation entirely unrcalistic, but he quickly discovered that Phoumi’s main
concern lay elsewhere.?

2 State Telegram 789 to Vientiane, 4 December 1961, FRUS 196/-1963, 53133,
? Vientiane Embassy Telegram 912, 30 December 1961, FRUS (9611963, 549-51.
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" The next day, Phoumi summoned| ‘
and unloaded his accumulated grievances. He was “too deeply shocked” by the
“defeatist policy” of the United States, he said, to be able to continue. The
United States was treating the RLG “like a small child,” admonishing it to give
a little here, then a little more there, “downhill into communism.” Phoumi
despaired of being able to get the right-leaning cabinet to cede both Defense
and Interior to Souvanna, | ]
[—pointed out that RLG intransigence
risked the end of US support. Phoumi shrugged this off; he “really didn’t see
much use in US support if all it meant was giving in to the enemy.”“D

Ambassador Brown recognized that any resort to sanctions against the RLG -

would involve Washington in a game of “chicken,” in which both parties

I stood to lose. The RLG might “simply dig in,” and sanctions would harm both

: the civilian and the military sectors. Meanwhile, the communists would be

encouraged to increase their military pressure in an incremental way that

clouded their responsibility for renewed hostilities. But Brown saw that inac-

tion would put the United States at Phoumi’s mercy, and he “regretfully”

i renewed a recommendation to suspend military aid until the RLG agreed to
' - “sacrifice the Defense and Interior Ministries."SEJ

' Washington found it difficult to administer such strong medicine, and, at a
! meeting on 6 January, President Kennedy confronted the familiar dilemma:
\ The terms of the best possible negotiated settlement might fatally weaken the
. noncommunist elements in a coalition. DCI John McCone offered two reser-
vations about imposing Souvanna’s cabinet choices on the RLG First, he
advanced the Intelligence Community’s view that the Defense and Interior
Ministries in the hands of Souvanna’s appoiniees meant “an open roadstead
[through Laos] from North Vietnam to South Vietnam.” McCone then rather
tentatively suggested that such a government “would not be very Strong.”D

Governor Harriman leaped on this, pointing out that the “Souvanna solu-
tion” had been US policy since the previous August. The only issue was
“quite simply whether Phoumi or the President of the United States was to run
US foreign policy.” Harriman also dismissed the infiltration issue: *“The Rus-
stans had specifically agreed that this border should be closed.” He believed
that “the Russians did not want fighting, and [did] want a reasonable agree-
ment.” The alternative, in his view, was what Gen. [Omar] Bradley had once
called “the wrong war in the wrong place at the wrong time.” The president

* Vientiane Embassy Telegram 916, 31 December 1961, FRUS 19611963, 551-52.

* Vientiane Embassy Telegram 932, 3 January 1962, FRUS 1961-1963, 553-54.

¢ McGeorge Bundy, Memorandum for the Record, “Mesting in the Cabinet Room on January 6,
. 1962, on the subject of Laos,” 6 January 1962, FRUS 19611963, 571-13 |
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apparently found Harriman’s last point the most compelling, making it “clear
that he did not want a resumption of fighting.” Interpreting this laconic formu-
lation, national security assistant McGeorge Bundy inferred that it endorsed
Harriman's support for the “Souvanna solution.””

SQUEEZING ANALLY | -

Nevertheless, it was one thing to object to RLG intransigence, another actu-
ally to begin depriving it of vital economic and military aid. A Special National
Intelligence Estimate of 11 January (SNIE 58-62) made the choice more diffi-
cult by concluding that the RLG’s combat effectiveness, in the last nine
months, had improved more than that of its adversaries. It did not credit the
RLG with the capacity to win any key territory held by the enemy-—if it did,
the NVA would intervene to protect its own clients—but it did see the govern-
ment as enjoying an advantage at the prevailing low level of combat.?

In the view of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, US diplomatic and military pro-
grams were already working at “cross purposes in some respects.” Although
the United States might not be “advocating unlimited concessions, it appears
that our policy in Laos, as at the Geneva Conference, is to obtain the ‘best pos-
sible’ negotiated settlement, making whatever concessions are necessary to
this end.” The JCS thought this a mistake, for it perceived a “shifting power
balance” greater than the one described in SNIE 58-62. By failing to exploit
the RLG's improved position, the United States was “neglecting an effective
alternative means of executing our existing policy of achieving a neutral and
independent Laos."9\:|

~ The Joint Chiefs went on to point out that there was pressure from all sides
on the RLG, but “no evidence [of] comparable pressure . . . being applied to
Souvanna Phouma and Souphanouvong.” Predicting that a neutralist defense
minister would purge Western-oriented officers and divert US military supplies -
to Kong Le and the Pathet Lao, the JCS implicitly urged Secretary McNamara
to oppose administration pressure on the RLG for more concessions. 1°

But the administration had little leverage on either Souvanna or Soupha-
nouvong, and it saw no alternative to Souvanna as prime minister or to con-
cessions on the composition of the government. On 18 January 1962,

?Ibid| | . :

# Brief Prepared by the Defense Intelligence Agency, “SNIE 58-62; RELATIVE MILITARY
CAPABILITIES OF OPPOSING FORCES IN LAOS,” 12 January 1962, FRUS 1961-1963,
578-79.

# L L. Lemnitzer, Memorandum Prom the Joint Chiefs of Staff to Secretary of Defense McNamara,
*Reassessment of US Policy in Laos,” 5 Janvary 1962, FRUS 1961-1963, 579-83. Assistant secre-
tary of defense Paul Nitze amplified this theme in a memorandum to McGeorge Bundy and noted
the real danger was that the United States would wind up fighting to preserve the southern third of
Laos afier refusing to save the half then under RLG control. (FRUS 1961-1963, 586—88.)|:|
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Chapter Six

Ambassador Brown had a painful session in Geneva with General Phoumt
and the fervently anticommunist Prince Boun Qum. Phoumi reproached him
for the merciless pressure: “One should never threaten an Asian,” he said. If
the Americans wanted to abandon Laos, they should just do it. Brown
insisted that he only wanted to ensure that everyone understood the conse-
quences of failure at Geneva. But Phoumi and Boun Oum did not budge, and
the stalemate persisted. “\:I

One reason for increased American pressure on the anticommunist Lao was
new evidence controverting the thesis, advanced by the Pentagon and the
Intelligence Community, that the military balance was shifting in the RLG’s
favor. On 27 January, State instructed Ambassador Brown to reinforce that
day’s personal message from President Kennedy to Phoumi with an argument
based on Vientiane’s military inferiority, “Recent military activities in Laos
have given incontrovertible proof of FAR’s fundamental military weakness as
compared with the [Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese].” Phoumi’s survival,
and that of the other anticommunists, therefore rested on participation in a
coalition, even if Defense and Interior went to Souvanna.'?

The “military activities” that Brown was to mention as proof of the enemy’s
ascendancy included attacks on the northwestern provincial capital of Nam
Tha and FAR positions near Mahaxay, in the upper Panhandle. These attacks,
on a scale unprecedented since the preceding May, shrank the FAR perimeter
at Nam Tha and took Mahaxay from the RLG. They also threatened the con-
clusion of a negotiated settlement, and Washington reacted with new determi-

nation to force agreement on a coalition. |

U Telegram from Delegation at Geneva to the Department of State, 18 January 1962, FRUS 1961-
1963, 588-90!

1 Stale Telegram 669 to Vientiane, 27 January 1962, FRUS 196]- 1963 597-98. Four days later,
in SNIE 38/1-62, the Intelligence Community retreated. Tt raised the estimate of North Vietnam-
ese troops in Laos from 5,000 1o 9,000 and acknowledged that, in all recent engagements, FAR
units had withdrawn. (FRUS 1961-1963, 540-41.) The substance of this revised estimate was

presumably known to the Department of State four days earlier.
13

The Department of Statc wanted the cmbassy to discourage Phoumt from reinforcing Nam Tha, a
move which could "do little good and possibly much harm.” In Washington’s view, Phoumi’s
“unilateral decision” to defend Nam Tha, against MAAG and embassy advice, made him guilty of

“action which may broaden [the] conflict irceparably.” (Stale Telegram 699 to Vientiane, 4 Febru-
ary 1962, FRUS 19611963, 612-13) |
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More Pressure on Phoumi |:|

Once again, on the point of decisive action, Washington pulled back; the
signal to withdraw Air America was not sent. Almost three weeks later, Head-
quarters informed’ [that “the President is personally con-
cemed to make surc that all US rcpresentatives usc [their] full persuasive
power with Gen. Phoumi” to get him to help set up an “effective Souvanna
govemment.”:]was to impress on Phoumi that the United States
“really will not allow itself to be driven into a war in Laos by [his] intransi-
gence.” The message ended with an injunction to “leave him in no doubt
whatever that all branches of the US Government are at one in execution of
policy set by [the] President."“.’El

Assurance of CIA fidelity to administration policy was to be followed by a
visit from Admiral Felt, carrying the same message. Ambassador Brown
apparently assumed this ploy to have been sparked by Harriman’s recollection
of the pro-Phoumi bias displayed by CIA and military representatives at
Savannakhet in late 1960. But Brown was confident that Phoumi was “no
longer counting on divided US opinion,” and he urged against a visit that
could only be interpreted to US disadvantage. Souvanna, the communists, the
Thai, and almost certainly Phoumi himself would remember the attention
from Admiral Felt and forget or ignore the message. '5D

Governor Harriman persisted, secnding Brown a “Dear Win” letter defining
the ambassador’s task as one of working out “how—and not whether—a coa-
lition government under Souvanna’s leadership with a reasonable chance of
success is [to be] formed.” Brown should understand that '

our job is not to confront the President with a situation requiring a
decision on whether to permit Laos to be overrun by the Commies,
or introduce Amefican combat forces. A President cannot be asked
to make such a decision in advance. We have got to start skating,
even though we don’t know how firm the ice may be in the center of

the pond.'® D

The skaling began on 6 March when, seeing Phoumi within minutes of each
other,[:land Admiral Felt told him that the US government held him

4 Telegram From_the White Housc to Vientiane, undated, FRUS 19611963, 633-34.

5 |

16 Letter from Assistant Secretary of State (Harriman) to Ambassador (Brown), 1 March 1962,
FRUS 1961-1963, 641-42, The letter expresses Harriman’s frustration at the well-informed
objections from Vientiane to various of his tactical proposals and implics that Brown is insuffi-
ciently aggressive in bending the RLG to American will.D
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largely responsible for the stalemate at Geneva. If the talks collapsed or the
enemy attacked RLG forces on the ground, the United States would not come
to his rescue, and events would simply take their course. If, on the other hand,
Phoumi accepted the Ministries of Information and Youth and Sports, with
Education going to a close ally, the United States would surreptitiously fund
anticommunist political programs. Phoumi was noncommittal, and the next
day[:| made a separate but nearly identical approach to Prince Boun Oum.
The prince declared his willingness to try to bring Phoumi around, and to
lobby the other defiant cabinet members as well.””[ ]

Chapter Six

Thailand’s Prime Minister Sarit joined the United States in pressing his
kinsman, Phoumi, to accept Scuvanna Phouma’s proposed cabinet, but to no
avail. Desperation in Washington led Headquarters to suggest a deception
ploy, with a spurious document detailing imminent US sanctions allowed to
find its way into Phoumi’s hands. But State had second thoughts: To specify a
date certain for imposing sanctions would require action, if Phoumi did not
bend, that the whole exercise was designed to avoid, In fact, if the United
States was ready to apply additional sanctions, it might better just do so.”‘l:]

{ |always_skeptica] about the ploy, had more basic con-
cerns about Washington’s approach to Phoumi. Writing to| |
[ |he argued that State—he probably had Harriman principally in mind—
saw Phoumi as no more than “a military dictator, motivated almost entirely
by lust for personal power, ruling primarily by fear, and without any political
talent or program that attracts support.”  |disagreed. The general was
indeed not a “particularly warm or open personality,” even “dishonest, cruel,
and . . . a man of limited experience and sensitivity.” But he was “a ‘gam-
bler,” who believes he is now playing for very high stakes which include not
only his owp fate but also that of King, country, and . . . his political and

military followers.” ‘9D

The energy of S language betrayed his sympathy for the general’s
skepticism about .the capacity of Souvanna Phouma to restrain the commu-

nists. But he acknowledged the odds against success in a renewed US effort to
preserve the noncommunist element in a putatively neutral Laos. Obstacles
included hostility to:Phoumi among Geneva negotiators and the questionable
willingness—even ability—of the Russians to impose restraints on the North

—

'8 Vientianc Embassy Telegram 1325, 25 March 1962, and passim, FRUS 1961-1963, 667-68;

’ﬂ |
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Vietnamese and the Pathet Lao. A formula agreed to by Moscow but rejected
by Beijing or Hanoi would put the United States back where it started, having
to choose “between backing down or becoming involved in war in Laos as
well as Victnam.”mi:] ‘

SQUEEZING AN ALLYD

Determined to force Phoumi to back down, Harriman joined Thailand’s
Marshal Sarit at a meeting with the Lao in Nong Khai, across the Mekong
from Vientiane. Marshal Sarit echoed Harriman’s call for a coalition and
offered a formula for tripartite command of the military and police. But
Phoumi did not budge. The venue then changed to Vientiane, and Harriman—

. enjoined by President Kennedy not to proclaim a suspension of military aid—

resorted to a bitterly confrontational approach to the Lao. Phoumi was “white
with rage” at Harriman’s finger-pointing accusations of bad faith. As:|
had predicted, the general made no concessions.?! :

Meanwhile, disagreement also strained the neutralist-communist alliance
at Khang Khay, their headquarters on the Plain of Jars. Visiting American
diplomats found the half-brother princes, Souvanna Phouma and Souphanou-
vong, at odds over alleged FAR encroachments across the cease-fire line of 3
May 1961. When Souphanouvong threatened to retake these points by force,
Souvanna tried to assure the Americans that his brother meant to do so only
if Phoumi used them to stage offensive action. When Souphanouvong con-
tradicted him, suggesting that he would move no matter what, Souvanna
stalked out.?3

* Vientiane Embassy Telegram 1325 (from Harriman), 25 March 1962; State Telegram 1451 1o
Bangkok Embassy (Eyes Only for Harriman), 23 March 1962; Bangkok Embassy Telegram 1478
(from Harriman), 26 March 1962; all in FRUS 1961-1963, 665-69. Harriman's account of the
tone of the meeting in Vientiane differs markedly from that of several Lao participants: “As
patiently and carefully as possible, I answered all questions raised and touched on all points made
by [the] RLG.” One of the Lao participants, RLG representative to the United Nations Sisouk na
Champassak, later claimed that Harriman had shouted to Phoumi and several others that “you,
you, and you will all be killed!” By this account, Harriman said the administration did not “give a
damn” what any American had said or dene before 20 January 1961; as the official responsible for
Laos, he was “in total and absolute charge.

Available documents do not explain Thai support for a Laotian coalition on Souvanna’s terms, but
Sarit may well have thought that a Souvanna government was a lesser evil than the prospect of the
United States simply throwing up its hands and leaving the region to the Chinese and the North
Victnamese. And indeed, a couple of days later, the Thai forcign minister Thanat Khoman told the
US ambassador in Bangkok that the draft agreement at Geneva had so many flaws that Thailand
would probably not sign it. (FRUS 1961-1963, 713 |
2 Vientinne‘Embassy Telegram 845, 31 March 1962, FRUS 1961-1963, 672-73 j
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Chapter Six

But ncither the Americans—nor, apparently, Prime Minister Sarit—saw
neutralist-communist tensions at Khang Khay as presenting an opportunity
for tougher bargaining there. Everyone shared Harriman’s concern about
Souvanna, who, if pushed too far, might simply decamp for Paris, a move
that would certainly bring the two sides back into open warfare. General
Phoumi therefore remained the target of American and Thai presssure. On |
May, the US embassy in Bangkok reported that Sarit had finally persuaded
Phoumi and Prince Boun Qum to accept a coalition with rightists, neutralists,
and the Pathet Lao sharing control of the Defense and Interior Ministriesona -

“troika” basis.?? D

On 6 May, communist forces seized Nam Tha. The 4,500 FAR defend-
ers—whom General Phoumi had just reinforced, against American advice,
with a parachute battalion—outnumbered their attackers but offered little
resistance. Instead, they fled toward Ban Houei Sai, a Mekong River port on
the border with Thailand. A Special National Intefligence Estimate con-
cluded that the “events of the past year have almost certainly convinced the
communist side that the risk of US intervention has lessened significantly.”
The Soviets had probably acquiesced in the seizure of Nam Tha, but CIA’s
Office of National Estimates believed, nevertheless, that Moscow still pre-
ferred a political settlement.?*

This did not necessarily mean that Moscow could or would prevent the
Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese from exploiting their success at Nam Tha.
The administration hoped that a show of force would persuade the commu-
nists of the risks of further cease-fire violations, and on 12 May the JCS
ordered Admiral Felt to move US Marine infantry and helicopter units and a
US Air Force tactical squadron to Thailand.zsj'

-For the next month, military contingeﬁcy planning occupied the center of
the Washington stage. -The Nam Tha disaster, combined with a continued
stalemate in Geneva, increased the likelihood that the United States could

. achieve its objectives for Indochina only by applying American military force.

But an invasion of Laos itself involved long supply lines and terrain just as
hostile as the enemy itself. The preeminent importance of Vietnam prompted
Washington to consider an alternative. An amphibious invasion of North Viet-
nam just north of the DMZ could quarantine the DMZ, and a push on into
Laos could cut the infiltration routes into South Vietnam.”'j '

2 Bangkok Embassy Telegram 1691, 1 May 1962, FRUS 1961-1963, 708-11

# SNIE 58-3-62, Implications of the Fall of Nam Tha, 9 May 1962, FRUS /961-1963, 726[%3
38 Telegram from the JCS to CINCPAC (Felt), 12 May 1962, FRUS 1961-1963, 754-55

2 Memorandum from Michael V. Forrestal of the NSC Staff o President Kennedy, “Contingency
Planning for Laos,” 5 June 1962, FRUS 1961-1963, 816-23 and passim.D
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Although logistically less challenging, this option was politically unattrac-
tive, and the administration again pulled back from the edge: The outcome,
essentially by default, was further coercion of the RLG for more concessions
on the makeup of a coalition regime. The ambassador kept leaning on General
Phoumi, whose resistance seemed at last to be fading. Brown reported on 5
June that a coalition seemed within reach if all other issues were deferred and
if the United States was prepared to swallow the “bitter pill” of the loss of
Nam Tha Province. On the 11*, Brown advised that the three princes—
Souvanna, Souphanouvong, and Boun Oum—had agreed on the composition
of a coalition cabinet. Once the king and the National Assembly approved, the
country would have a new government, and the Geneva conferees could con- -
clude the terms of the neutralization guarantees.?’

SQUEEZING AN ALLD

Anticipating a Cease-FireB

The slightly schizoid quality of US policymaking in the spring of 1962 was
exemplified by frantic efforts to avoid the collapse of negotiations while at the
same time encouraging aggressive guerrilla operations in both northern Laos
and the Panhandle. As late as the beginning of June, when Ambassador Brown
was seeing some movement in Phoumi’s bargaining position, Hmong irregu-
lars were cratering Route 7. They had cut it in three places east of Ban Ban
and were about to mine another segment, 500 feet long, in the same area. The
interagency Special Group applauded this initiative, and Gen. Maxwell Tay-
lor, President Kennedy’s military representative, commented that it “was

. exactly what {Hmong] assets should be doing.”?

Ammunition stockpiling and recruitment continued wherever they could be
accomplished without serious risk of being exposed. In Hmong country, this
applied even to Sam Neua Province, where Vang Pao had only recently begun
organizing guerrilla units. New bases there were attracting volunteers from
outlying villages,| |the US Mission,
thought it essential not to turn them away. suggested a narrow, deep
valley near Phou Pha Thi where airdrops could be made unseen. In Xieng
Khouang Province, where the Hmong occupied more territory than did the
enemy, air activity had been routine for a year and a half, and occasional ord-
nance drops could not be distinguished, at any distance, from civilian sup-
plies. The Panhandle program was of more recent origin, but
thought that the principle applied there as well.”l:l

¥ Vientiane Embassy Telegram 1663, 5 June 1962824, and Memorandum from Michael V. Forr-
estal of the NSC Staff to Special Assistant for National Security Affairs McGeorge Bundy, “Laos
Planning” 11 June 1962, FRUS 1961-1963, 824, 837-39

g
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The princes’ agreement on a coalition rendered moot the tortured question
of introducing US combat forces, and Washington's attention turned to
Geneva and the mechanics of completing a formal cease-fire. It also produced
a sea change in :]exploitation of its irregulars. Offensive action
would cease, and the emphasis would shift to preserving the guerrilla organi-
zations so painstakingly constructed in the past year and a half. With the resis-
tance intact, the anticommunist element of the coalition would hold
population and territorial bases in the highlands of both northern Laos and the
Panhandle. From those bases,:|would deal with the essential intelli-
gence question of a post-cease-fire Laos: Hanoi’s withdrawal of—or failure to
withdraw—some 9,000 North Vietnamese troops.3°’:]

Chapter Six

Word of progress toward a coalition worked its way through the ranks of the
irregulars, to many of whom it looked like the prelude to abandonment by the
RLG and the Americans. In mid-June, Col. Vang Pao brought 15 of his zone
commanders and several clan leaders to Ban Na to set post-Geneva policy for
the Hmong resistance. Vang Pao acknowledged that the Hmong would find it
hard to see the merits of a military standdown, saying that he, too, expected a
Souvanna government to be quickly displaced by the communists. Indeed, if

-worst came to worst, the Hmong could be forced to migrate to northwestern

Laos, or beyond that into Thailand, or perhaps into South Vietnam.>[ |

But Vang Pao hoped for a less apocalyptic outcome, and he urged his wor-
ried audience to accept the advice of the two men—Bill Lair
| Fwhom he credited with saving the Hmong tribe at a time when it had been
surrounded by enemies, Unit integrity would be preserved and weapons
retained; additional—obsolete-—arms would be provided later, if necessary, for
surrender to the ICC. And USOM would continue to supply rice and other
necessities until the Hmong could return to their fields and harvest a crop.?

In the egalitarian atmosphere that always prevailed in Vang Pao’s mectings
with Hmong chiefs, the senior clan leader questioned the wisdom of accepting
people who had been enemies for 10 years. Joining the communists in a coali-
tion “was like going to bed with a tiger . . . Everyone would have to stay
awake all night.” But the Hmong were accustomed to life at the mercy of
external forces, and the leaders at Ban Na recognized the paucity of choices.
They voted to stick with Vang Pao and to substitute intelligence collection for
aggressive military activity.“i

9
k)
3
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SQUEEZING AN ALLYD

The occasion was solemnized by a baci, a ceremony at which cotton strings
tied around the wrists of the participants symbolized an indissoluble bond of
reciprocal loyalty. A tribal ancient chanted a prayer begging the ancestors of
those present to safeguard them as they fought for Hmong survival. At the
end, Vang Pao and his foreign advisers were required to down a shot of whis-
key with each of the two dozen Hmong attending; as Lair later recalled it; they
were given-about an hour to accomplish this feat of conspicuous consumption.
For ‘the confidence inspired in Vang Pao and the other
Hmong chiefs by Lair was a “most eloquent tribute to [the] leader-
ship and character [of] these two outstanding officers.”*

In central Laos, where the irregulars were mostly Lao, ethnic tensions were
not a factor, but doubts about a coalition threatened unit cohesion. Of the six
units—about 1,000 men in all-—the two largest were the most seriously
affected. Hoping to fend off an epidemic of defeatism, the Thakhek case
officer induced Chao Khoueng (Governor) Sisouphan and a young National
Assembly deputy to get into a Helio for a visit to the joint command post in
the foothills east of the Na Kay Plateau. The impact was hard to judge, but the

‘very rarity of this display of engagement by RLG officials probably gave it

some effect. In the event, unit integrity survived the installation of the coali-
tion, and the program entered a new phase of recruiting villagers from points
along the roads leading into North Vietnam.”[:]

New Tribal Allics

Earlier in 1962, when Washington authorized new recruitment at Long
Tieng and Thakhek, it also approved two new programs aimed at securing ter-
ritory and people in the far north and in the southern Panhandle, Each of these
used a local resident whose relationships of trust with tribal leaders furnished
access to people even less integrated into Laotian culture than the Hmong.D

The first initiative responded to Pathet L.ao efforts over the course of 1961
to expand communist influence in the northwest.| |began to
look for anticommunist tribal leaders there, and a contact in the National
Assembly—he was one of the rare Lao with a sympathetic interest in the high-
landers—suggested a leader of the Yao. These mountain people, like the
Hmong, had migrated from southern China. Found mostly in the mountains of
northwest Laos, théy generally shared the Hmong antipathy for communists
and Vietnamese. They lacked a centralized political structure but—again, like

]

3

author’s recollection.
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the Hmong—had produced one leader, Chao Mai, with a substantially greater
following than any other.“D

_ Chapter Six

Sisouphan recommended Chao Mai to Bill Lair, who sent a young contract

agent named |to explore the prospects of an irregular militia
similar to the program with the Hmong, qualifications included
a childhood as the son of missionary parents who had worked among scveral
of the tribes scattered from northern Burma to North Vietnam. Handsome and
well-spoken, he looked the all-American boy and, with service in the 82
Airborne Division, had the requisite military background. Most importantly,
he spoke several local languages and could dispense with intermediaries as
he explored the tribeés’ paramilitary potential. These credentials outweighed,
at least for the moment, his free-spirited indifference to bureaucratic disci-
pline, and as Bill Lair’s agent, he debriefed Chao Mai in Nam Tha in Decem-
ber 1961.57 ]

Chao Mai turned out to be a veteran of combat against the Japanese in
World War 1I, when he eamed the tribal title “warrior chief,” and RLG offi-
cials dealt with him as de facto leader of the Yao in Nam Tha Province. Like
Vang Pao, Chao Mai declared loyaity to the king and abiding hatred for the
Pathet Lao and communism. Claiming direct control over 5,000 Yao, he

- asserted that, as the channel for material aid from the United States, he could

easily triple that number. In addition, as the son of a Yao who had become an
official of the French colonial regime, he claimed substantial influence with
other tribes, including the scattered Hmong villages in Nam Tha.38i—_—|

found these claims credible and brought Chao Mai to Vientiane,
where Bill Lair agreed to supply three 100-man weapons packs. But the FAR
commander for the northernmost sector, General Bounleut, harbored the con-
ventional Lao antipathy for the tribal minorities; he also looked unenthusiastic
about a military operation that he did not control. His initial opposition—the
need for help, whatever the source, eventually overrode it—had combined
with communist pressure on Nam Tha town to delay delivery until shortly
before the town fell in May 1962.39D

There was time for some training—whetheﬁ lor US Special Forces
is not clear—before Chao Mai’s volunteers returned to defend their villages.
Instruction was less intensive than in MR 2, or even in the Panhandle, but the

.15!
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program in the northwest also had less ambitious goals. The North Viethamese
had not penetrated that area on the same scale as they had Vang Pao’s domain,
and in order to defend their families against Pathet Lao patrols, the Yao could
manage with old Springfield rifles and other leftovers from World War 114

[

rrowed a Hmong radio operator from Vang Pao, and Lair provided
the usual RS-1 agent radio and one-time cipher pads. The uncertain security of
Yao territory precluded assigning I:Jto Chao Mai’s floating headquarters
in Nam Tha Province, but the radio sufficed until the provincial capital fell to
the communists. About that time, the radio failed, and by the time communi-
cations were restored, the Geneva Agreements had been signed. As with the
other units, the immediate objective then became that of preserving the resis-

SQUEEZING AN ALLYD

~ tance organization and using it for intelligence. !

‘The Kha| |

In the second of the programs created in 1962, MAAG and1:|
moved to extend to the far south a formula similar to that employed in

MR 2 and the northwest. On 5 March, an interagency Special Group message
authorized and MAAG to arm 12 companies of 100 Kha tribesmen
inhabiting the commanding terrain feature known as the Bolovens Plateau.
MAAG would exercise operational control of the activity, using the US Spe-
cial Forces teams known in Laocs as “White Star,” until and unless a peace

agreement re?uired military advisers to depart. At that poiut,r

' Meanwhile,l:!supervised logistics and served as the ambassador’s
channel for discussion of policy questions.[ ]
e Vientiane Mission proposed in May to double the original force, With
24 companies, it intended to secure the entire Bolovens and then send Kha
units east and north with the ambitious objective of interdicting Viet Cong
lines of communication and eventually securing all of southern Laos.®

41 |

42

1 | .
The record does not explain the sudden eruption of collegiality between and MAAG
Regarding the southern tribesmen: The people called Kha (slave) in the south were of the same
stock as the tribes farther north called Lao Theung and Khmu, The term “Kha” was so universal
that American advisers used it, without derogatory intent, and tribal leaders seem never to have
objected in even the most oblique fashion. Ethnic animosities were not limited o those between
lowland Lao and the hill peoples. There was also a pecking order among the latter, with the

Hmong contemptuous of all the tribes included under the label Lao Theung!| | |
41
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Chaprer Six

Given the historical performance of regular Laotian forces,|  |was

eager 10 keep FAR out of this effort, but the new program could not be strictly
unilateral. For all the desirability of keeping a tactical free hand, Operation
L |as it was called, would have to have at least nominal RLG
sponsorship if it was to survive a possible future of ICC inspections. And CIA
wanted no private armies; unilateral intelligence teams were different, but mil-
itary formations had to have a genuine connection with local authority.“‘j

This requirement was particularty urgent with the Kha, Far less cohesive
than the Hmong or even the Yao, they had no interclan leadership of the kind

. provided by Vang Pao, Touby Lyfoung, and Chao Mai. To compensate for

this, Vientiane needed someone with enough stature to have his authority rec-
ognized by disparate leaders who accepted no hierarchy of tribal leadership.

candidate was Prince Boun Oum, the RLG’s prime minister and
satrap of southern Laos. His standing as a local power would presumably sur-
vive departure from the national government, and—apart from FAR’s poorly
regarded Military Region 4 commander, Gen. Kot Venevengsos—there was

really no one else, In any case, anticipated that the prince’s role in

Operation | encouraging unit leaders to see themselves as
supported and encouraged by the RLG—would remain pro forma in all mat-
ters of training, support, and tactical guidance. "5D

A fragmented tribal structure, the limited role proposed for Boun Qum
and the FAR .command, and USSF unfamiliarity with such ambiguous com-
mand arrangements created a high potential for mutual misunderstanding in
this triangular set of relationships in southern Laos. |:‘recognized
that it would have to manage these connections, but, while awaiting a new

infusion of case officers, had no one to scnd to Pakse to handle

this essential liaison. L_l_

Fora solutionl turned to two men already on the scene. One was

a French-Vietnamese métisse planter and big game hunter, |

|

whose many years on the Bolovens Plateau had made him familiar with the
tribal structure and with many of the clders.zwhose only son had
been murdered in a Pathet Lao incursion, shared none of the official French
enthusiasm for left-leaning neutralism and eagerly accepted a proposal that he
put his knowledge and skills at CIA disposition.“ﬁl:l

|

| _|Recognizing that his knowledge of the area and easy
relationships with Lao officials in Pakse (MR 4 headquarters) equipped him to
manage both the paramilitary and the civic action aspects of the program,[ |

44
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I |He and:|set up at Houei Kong, cen-
trally located on the Bolovens Platean, and began building a dispensary, a rice

mill, and a school, and organizing an agricultural cooperativc.‘”[:]

The earlier talk of doubling the Kha force to 24 companies was replaced, as
a cease-fire and coalition loomed in late June 1962, by concern about CIA’s
continued ability to use its Kha units even for intelligence. Having hoped to
“keep FAR out of it,”:now complained that MR 4 had “worked its
way into the program” (o a point which rendered covert exploitation impracti-
cable.[:]therefore, proposed a unilateral adjunct to the guerrilla
force, extracting from it potential staybehind intelligence cadres who might
also later recruit others to contest with the Pathet Lao for political influence in
communist-controlled territory.

The same uncertainty prevailed in northern and central Laos. That CIA
would support its irregulars if they came under attack was not, in principle, at
issue. But the timeliness and efficacy of such support would be determined by
the terms of the agreement and by the frequency and scale of any North Viet-
namese violations. Political and diplomatic factors would also play a part.
These included the state of overall Soviet-US relations and the viability of the
Laotian coalition, and especially the performance of likely prime minister
Scuvanna Phouma.#?

For[  lthis last factor represented the stickiest of several sticking
points. Headquarters considered soliciting Souvanna’s ¢ndorsement of a
Hmong irregular force that Vang Pao would dedicate to unconditional support
of the presumptive new prime minister. But:]doubted that Vang Pao
would make any such unconditional pledge—and what if Souvanna then
ordered the Hmong disarmed 7

41 recollections of the author, who later served with both

displayed none of the Hemingwuy-style big-game-hunter macho; his avuncular manner
made it easy for him to win the confidence of tribesmen always wary of the intentions of
outsiders.
‘“J lproposed not only to draw personnel from existing units but also to
train them at the Kha basc on the Bolovens. All this was to be insulated from the elements not
included;'jusl how does not emerge from surviving documents. The complaint about FAR intru-
sion probably reflects General Kot’s personal involvement in enrolling new tribesmen, something
that probably accounts for later criticism at Headquarters of allegedly indiscriminate recruiting,

I ]
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Chapter Six

Even more to the point was

discretion. Souvanna would sure

skepticism about Souvanna’s

y reveal to the French, as well as to the

Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese, any understanding he might reach with
Vang Pao and the CIA, and he would probably buckle under the resulting
pressure to repudiate it. In these circumstances,[:lthought it better to

9

have the Hmong “lie *doggo

and leave Souvanna in the dark. For the

moment at least, the program would remain an essentially bilateral enterprise

with Vang Pao.5!

I
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CHAPTER SEVEN

New Rules of Engagement

~— e —

On 23 July 1962, Secretary of State Rusk and the other conferees—includ-
ing the Soviets, the British, and the French—signed the Declaration on the
Neutrality of Laos. All foreign military personnel (except the French training
mission, a relic of the 1954 Geneva Accords) were to withdraw by 7 October,
and the respective sides turned to the problems of implementation. In Wash-
ington, this included confronting the more basic question of good faith. ‘El

That question had come into high relief in a 21 July conversation between
Averell Harriman and the North Vietnamese foreign minister Ung Van Kiem.
Harriman asserted the US intention to withdraw all its military advisers and
asked if Hanoi would do likewise. Kiem replied that the North Vietnamese
would “abide carefully” by the terms of the agreement and “would do nothing

.which was contrary” to it. Did this mean, Harriman asked, that Hanoi’s mili-

tary personnel would leave? Kiem repeated that the North Vietnamese would
“comply with all the provisions” of the agreement.? '

Harriman tried again: was the foreign minister admitting that there were
North Vietnamese forces in Laos? Kiem acknowledged the presence of train-
ers and “specialists,” Harriman noted that even this formulation conceded
more than Soviet negotiator Pushkin had done at Geneva and went on to press
the issue: would the foreign minister now “admit that there were North Viet-

“namese military units in Laos?” Kiem “evaded a direct answer to this question

and repeated his reference to military training personnel who were performing
such tasks as ‘running the military academy.”” The two then voiced their
expectations of each other. Kiem asserted that successful implementation
depended primarily on the United States, a statement Harriman found to be “a
remarkable coincidence,” in that the US government thought success
“depended primarily on the actions of the North Vietnamese.”3|:|

' Memorandum from Michael V. Forrestal to President Kennedy, “11:30 a.m. Mceting on Contin-
gency Planning for Laos,” 13 June 1962, and Editorial Note, FRUS 196/-1963, 84546, 871

2 Memorandum of Conversation, 22 July 1962, FRUS 1961-1963, 867—870.\:|

rbid| | ‘
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In fact, the lack of an effective enforcement mechanism meant that the deal
at Geneva masked a tacit partition of Laos. Hanoi would take the northern
mountains and the Ho Chi Minh Trail while the RLG held the Mekong Valley
and contiguows highlands. The surviving record does not establish how
clearly—if at all—the American architects of the deal recognized the cession
of an overland route, bypassing the DMZ, from Hanoi to South Victnam. Har-
riman’s overweening confidence in his ability to manipulate Moscow into
restraining its Asian partners on Washington’s behalf may have obscured the
consequences of the terms accepted at Geneva. But Hanoi would now control
the Ho Chi Minh Trail, with only partial and temporary interruptions, until the
end of the war. :

Chapter Seven

The Geneva negotiations had concentrated on the composition of a so-
called government of national union, if and how it would work remained to be
scen. Now that the long-sought coalition had become a fact, one of the many
uncertainties was the new prime minister’s attitude toward the United States.
No one thought Souvanna Phouma a communist—though many, including
]thought him to be communism’s helpless pawn—but he

had doubtless not forgotten the record of US hostility toward him. Only if
~ Souvanna distrusted the North Vietnamese and the Pathet Lao more than he

did the Americans would there be a possibility of working with him to contain

COMmMunist inﬂuence.[:|

* The administration was eager {o get off on the right foot, if possible, and
invited Souvanna to Washington in late July. He met with President Kennedy
for an hour, then attended a series of meetings with senior officials, such as

Secretary of State Rusk and Secretary of Defense McNamaral

]

4 See Norman Hannah, The Key to Failure: Laos and the Vietnam War, for one interpretation of
the strategic effects of the Geneva Agreements| |

3 Memorandum of Conversation, *Meeting with Prince Souvanna Phouma,” 27 July 1962, Edito-
rial Note; Memorandum for the Record, “Highlights of Meeting held 28 July 1962 Between
Prince Souvanna Phouma, Mr. John A. McCone, Governor Harriman,” 28 July 1962; all FRUS
1961-1963, 874-81] |
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NEW RULES OF ENGAGEMENT

Ignoring recom-
mendation to avoid mentioning the
Hmong, the DCI acknowledged
the Agency’s feeling of responsi- |
bility toward them. He exhorted -
Souvanna to rec'ognize, in turn, g
Hmong potential to bolster a truly
neutralist government. Personaliz-
ing the matter in his usual fashion,
Souvanna dismissed the implica-
tion that he might doubt Hmong
loyalty: Touby Lyfoung, their
chief, “was loyal to him, indeed
had been brought up by him.” The
delivery of relief supplies, there-
fore, would be no problem.{ |

On the matter of expelling the \ L
North Vietnamese presence Sou- Vang Pac and Touby Lyfoung (r) at Hmong cere-
’ mony, mid-1960s (Courtesy of Bill Lair)

vanna was as vague as expected,

but McCone thought the session __ _ = . A i
succeeded in diminishing his “dis-

trust of the CIA and contributed to his confidence in the intentions of the US
Govemment.” And Vang Pao, at CIA’s urging, accepted Souvanna’s invitation
to a mid-August meeting in Vicntiane;|:|thought Vang Pao now
accepted that it lay in the Hmong’s interest for him to support the new prime

ministerﬁg
Changing the Guérdl:'

The Geneva Agreements dissolved an ineffective but resolutely anticom-
munist and antineutralist regime. Replacing it was a coalition of mutually
antagonistic elements, for the Kong Le neutralists, allied with Souvanna
Phouma, were already disaffected with their Pathet Lao partners. Control of
key ministries—Defense and Interior—was to be shared among the three par-
ties, which promised immobility at best, open conflict at worst.m

¢ Memorandum for the Record, “Highlights,” FRUS, 28 July 1962,

As for being “brought up” by Souvanna, Touby was only nine

years younger,
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The 75 days after 23 July consti-
tuted something of an interregnum.
While everyone awaited the 7 Octo-
ber creation of the new government,
the two key figures in the US Mis-
sion completed their tours of duty.
Ambassador Winthrop Brown had
been cantious and judicious, always
trying to anticipate the long-term
consequences of tactical decisions.
He was also consistently resolute in
the facc of communist challenges to
noncommunist interests in Laos and
had been an active partner in creat-
ing, expanding, and supporting the

Hmong resistance

|was a man
of more activist disposition, but not
in any self-aggrandizing way, and

he, too, favored prudence over any.

kind of unreflective combativeness. If he had differences with the ambassador,
he submerged them in unfailingly loyal support.sm

and Brown had been ideally svited by temperament to handle the
ambiguous policy climate of 1961 and early 1962. The implementation phase

of the Geneva Agreements was left to|

|

[:l and the new ambassador Leonard Unger. as he was universally
known, was a China specialist and an equable, pragmatic CIA manager. Unger
shared his predecessor’s caution without—in the eyes of most Agency observ-
ers—displaying Brown’s firmness and resolution.gl:l

I:Iarrived along with a new contingent of paramilitary case offic-
ers. A few of the veterans had adapted poorly, as we have seen, to the cultural
idiosyncrasies of their Hmong and Lao clients. And nearly all of those still in
Laos were ending their tours of duty. Defining the credentials they wanted in
new officers,tlmd Bill Lair had put a high priority ‘on adaptability,

8 Bill Lair; author’s recollection

® Author’s recollection. Douglas Blaufarb, Vientiane COS from 1964 to 1966, had been Unger’s
classmate at Harvard, Unger seemed to him to have adopted bureaucratic caution, in the service of
ambition, as his first pricrity. (Blaufarb interview.) James Glerum, then a frequent visitor to Vien-
tiane on Air America business, saw l-as
devoting most of his time to the ambassador and senior Lao, “floating lightly” over the details of

the PM program. (Jim G!erum}]I
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for which they were willing to sacrifice paramilitary expertise. Accordingly,
they had persuaded Headquarters to solicit volunteers among Junior Officer
Trainees still in training. This approach yielded a group of imaginative and
adaptable young officers who began arriving in mid-1962. “’I:l

NEW RULES OF ENGA GEMENTD

Onlyl |could stay on
the Laotian side of the Mekong, but mbandoned its intention to put
him into the Kha redoubt on the Bolovens Plateau. He would remain in
Pakse, using his FAR liaison officer, a Lieutenant Thong, to communicate
with the guerrillas.'3\:| :

In the first days after agreement at Geneva, Ambassador Unger adopted an
equally conservative approach to the handling of military emergencies. He
allowed rice and civilian supply drops, but wanted no more arms or ammuni-
tion “until we [got] a feel for how [the] other side behaved after signing.”

thought Unger understood “the difficulties this standdown cre-
ates. But [I] also believe he thinks the situation is so delicate that he has no

alternative,” D

The ambassador did not have long to wait to discover communist intentions.
As the Geneva Agreement was being signed, the North Vietnamese attacked
the joint command post of three of Thakhek’s units, sitvated northeast across
the Panhandle in.the piedmont of the Annamite Chain. Scven guerrillas were

10 Bill Lair,
I Ibid,
12 Author’s recollection.

Flﬂ l

14|
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killed,
|Other irregulars were wounded and at least one unit

broke and scattered. The damage was compounded by the loss of the weapons
for 100 new volunteers who had not yet arrived at the bivouac. 15D

The enemy attacked also in the north. In the four weeks after the Geneva
signing, Hanoi prepared a new gambit to exploit both the shaky fire discipline
of the Hmong and the American suspension of ammunition deliveries. The
new tactic appeared on 18 August, when North Vietnamese troops occupied

- high ground near the Hmong base at Phou Koup, in Sam Neua Province. The

irregulars at this forward position had received relatively little training, and
only from a Hmong Special Operations Team, \ilExploiting their
inexperience, the communists dug “spider holes” under cover of darkness, out
of range of small arms fire. Emerging after the morning fog burned off, they
deliberately exposed themselves to heavy weapons fire, ducking for cover
when the Hmong opened up. The irregulars exhausted their mortar and rocket
ammunition, to littde effect, after which the North Vietnamese launched a
frontal attack. '6‘:|

Despite the paucity of training, the Hmong held off the enemy with small-
arms fire long enough to evacuate their families. But their new refuge was
equatly vulnerable to attack, and the station asked for permission to drop
ammunition. This came within hours, so quickly that Harriman seemed to
fear that his State Department subordinates would think him indifferent to
good-faith implementation of the cease-fire. He cabled Ambassador Unger
l Jto assure him that he “had no feeling of guilt in approv-
ing this resupply and that our conscience is clear because these Meo troops

are clearly being attacked illegally by enemy forces in violation of the
Geneva accords.””\j

It might be self-defense, but Headquarters still wanted to conceal the pro-

posed ammunition delivery from the ICC.|

]

After the 18 August incident at Phou Koup, Harriman liberalized the rules
to the extent of authorizing Ambassador Unger to send one-time resupply
flights to units under attack and in danger of being overrun. But the most deli-
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cate problem, that of an advisory element with the Hmong, remained. With
only a month remaining before the 6 October deadline, Harriman told CLA he
expected all case officers to be withdrawn.: could stay, though
only at securc base camps, and only long enough to ensure a (ransition as
smooth as possible.‘9[:|

NEW RULES OF ENGAGEMENT| |

Iwould be very much on its own, and its
success would depend on getting the right people in the right positions. Pat
Landry, Lair’s deputy, andl Ithe dedicated and fearless paramil-
itary expert, quickly volunteered. So did| |a recent
Princeton graduate with an ROTC commission in the artillery and an even
more recent product of the standard Clandestine Service operations course.
During a short apprenticeship in| 1had impressed Bill Lair
with his maturity and easy way of dealing with I}f)]ple, and Lair chose him

during the summer to join|  |at Long Tieng.2

About to leave Laos Lair had to decide whom to appoint as

- Vang Pao’s adviser. Headquarters vetoed Landry—he was too knowledgeable
of operations elsewhere to let him risk capture in upcount% Laosf and any-

way, would need his gift for administration. senior to
in age and grade—not to mention military skills—would be the
obvious second choice, but his edgy relationship with Vang Pao made Lair

20

20 Bill Lair.
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uneasy.[:!by contrast, had quickly bonded with the Hmong chieftain,
and Lair defied protocol, naming only in his mid-20s—as Vang Pao’s
liaison at Long Ticng. doubtless recognizing the liability posed by his
lack of empathy with the Hmong leadership, stoically accepted his entirely
pro forma status as senior man. In practice, he ran the air operation and served

as chiefl instructor for the training schedules worked out by Vang Pao,

| J

In a Staybehind Mode| |

The Cuban missile crisis of October 1962 made nuclear Armageddon look
like more than a theoretical possibility. In this febrile climate, the Agency pre-
pared to run the Laotian irregulars as staybehind units supporting US forces
fighting a general war. But deniability continued to be imperative, at least
until verifiable North Vietnamese violations of the cease-fire rendered the
question moot, Accordingly, Heinie Aderholt{  and the Lair team| |
:hcvclopcd an elaborate system to conceal the flights that delivered
ordnance to guerrilla camps under attack.nD

N

hlso served as air operations officer at Long Tieng, where his willingness to go on any
flight reassured many a pilot being asked to fly in foul weather to deliver ammunition or recover
wounded from some beleaguered mountaintop. (Jim Glerum.) In October 1963.|:|was
guiding a helicopter pilot on such a mission to a mountaintop sile just retaken from the enemy. He
disembarked just as a Hmong probing (or enemy mines detonated a “bouncin " It sprang
into the air and exploded, killing four Hmong and wounding six more, plus and the
pilot. threw himself on the ground at the explosion, and when he looked up saw leaking
fuel tanks that would soon disable the chopper. He ordered the injured pilot into the air and back
to Long Tieng. A second helicopter was waiting to land, and it picked upl:land the other
wounded and flew them out for treatment.

23
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a list of territorial battalions to be dissolved. 25
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The station found itself caught up also in the innumerable complications
created by the demobilization provisions accepted at Geneva. Nonessential or
ineffective units—mostly FAR territorials—were to be disbanded while CIA
tried to replace them on FAR rolls with some of the imregulars not yet offi-
cially recognized. General Phoumi, concerned as always with preserving his
own constituency, tried to manipulate his US patron by proposing some of his
functioning units for demobilization. The US Mission saw through this ploy,
aimed at getting the United States to support these directly, outside the Mili-
tary Assistance Program, while the expendable units remained on the rolls.
Just before the end of October, however, added pressure on Phoumi produced

NEW RULES OF ENGA GEMENTD

Soon added to the list were 800 of the CIA-supported irregulars on the
Bolovens Plateau, Exposure was part of the problem, as British and French
reports began alluding to US activity in the Bolovens that exceeded legitimate
support to Souvanna’s government. In addition, the new commander of FAR
Military Region 4, Gen. Phasouk Somly, wanted more participation in the
project—and more information about the Americans involved—than CIA was
prepared to give him. Finally, the depariure of their US Special Forces teams
had left many of the Kha irregulars without adequate direction or communica-

tions.zél:\

The tripartite coalition mandated at Geneva quickly displayed its fragility
when the neutralist-communist alliance began to unravel. Only a week after
the deadline for withdrawal of foreign military personnel, a dissident FAR
officer, leading a force independent of Kong Le's, approached a station

- officer. Souvanna had charged him, he said, to approach CIA for surreptitious

material help for the neutralist forces. The Mission thought it in the US inter-
est to preserve Souvanna’s personal base of military support, and the station
scrambled to find radios and uniforms for this Phong Saly contingent.?’

By November, open conflict had erupted between Kong Le and Pathet Lao
elements on the Plain of Jars. The Soviets halted their airlift of supplies to the
neutralists, and with some misgivings the Vientiane Missicn acceded to Sou-
vanna’s pleas for nonmilitary supplies for the neutralists on the Plain of Jars.
On 27 November, an Air America C-123 cleared to land at the neutralist head-
quarters at Phongsavan was shot down on its final approach, killing the two
pilots aboard.”ﬁ
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The perpcetrators could have
been either Pathet Lao, also garri-
i soned in the town, or procommu-
'nist elements among the putative
neutralists. Kong Le immediately
cut his ties to the Pathet Lao, but
this did not guarantee security for
Air America, and Ambassador
Unger suspended the supply
flights. Meanwhile, the station
urged caution on Vang Pao: he
should do no more than “encour-.
age friendly contact” between his
men and Kong Le’s troops, pro-
moting the line that all were work-
ing for a neutral, independent
Laos. Presumably with Kong Le's
military weakness in mind, White-
hurst wanted Vang Pao to avoid
any suggestion of support for the
neutralists in open conflict with
the communists.”\:l

Gen, Phasouk Somly, 1964

- Souvanna Phouma visited the
— : _.._ Plain of Jars in a futile attempt to

get a leftist officer among the neu-

tralists to return equipment he had expropriated from FAR. The prime minister
had already demonistrated how little he controlled even the neutralist elements
in his government, let alone the communists, and this prompted yet another
anguished reassessment in Washington. Might there not be a stronger alterna-

% Memorandum from the President’s Military Representative’s Naval Aide to JCS Chairman,
“Shooting Down of Air America Plane in Laos,” 28 November 1962, FRUS 1961-1963, 921-23, .

29

See also Roger Hilsman and Michael Forrestal, “Report on Laos,” ¢. January 1963, FRUS 1957
1963, 928. Two days after the crash, President Kennedy complained to Anaslas Mikoyan, first dep-
uty chairman of the Soviet Council of Ministers, about this incident and about North Vietnamese
failure to leave Laos and to abstain from infiltrating South Vietnam through Laotian tetritory. To
Kennedy's charge that the Soviel Union was not fulfilling its obligations, Mikoyan retorted simply
that it was. (Memorandum of Conversation, November 29, 1962, FRUS 1961-1963, 923—24.)]:'
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tive to Souvanna, someone who could restrain leftist obstructionism? The sta-
tion, acknowledging how desirable that would be, said no.

Weak as he is and unlikely as his chances of success seem to be,
Souvanna is a paragon of strength compared to any of his so-called
| Neutralist followers [who are] small boys by comparison.

' Restive Clients, Aggrieved Patron[:I

Conspicuous American support for Souvanna was accompanied by restric-
: tions on material support for the Hmong that resulted in chronic ammunition
‘ and even food shortages. At the Hmong New Year’s celebration at Long Tieng
in early December, Vang Pao and his zone commanders bombardedz
' with complaints about American passivity in the face of neu-
tralist and communist violations. They railed against what they saw as a flac-
' cid US response to the shooting down of the C-123 at Phongsavan and
: claimed that, while Hmong irregulars were running oéut of ammunition, the
Pathet Lao and the Vietnamese were arming and training new recruits. Any
such violations by the Hmong, they charged, would have led to swift and
severe American sanctions.?! D

| |p0inted out that they had just finished watching a
spasm of profligate small-arms fire into the air, a waste that had no better rea-
son than greeting the New Year. Frustrated at the Hmong's airy indifference to
fire discipline, they protested with a symbolic refusal o eat at Vang Pao’s hol-
iday dinner. This gesture, in front of dozens of guests, created a frosty atmo-
sphere lasting several days. The tension eased with an unannounced
ammunition drop at Long Tieng for redistribution to threatened outposts, and
the advisers hoped that the Hmong had gotten the point: fire discipline had to
improve, but units under fire would not be denied support.? D

30| |

L. |

,'.\||
In a somewhat defensive response, rejected Vang Pao’s accusation of a faiture

to foresee such an incident. On the contrary, wrote, the flights had represented a “coldly
, calculated risk” taken to ensure that if the coalition broke up, as it was showing signs of doing, the
Pathet Lao would get the blame, “While we hoped it would not happen, we really anticipated pos-
sible loss of life in this effort.”| I
|lncrc-

mental advances followed, but the problem could not be definitively solved. In laie May 1963, the
station reported Vang Pac’s promise to do everything possible to improve fire discipline, but pre-
| dicted that this would have “negligible effect . . . for [the] Lao style of fighting a war is to fire
from as far away as pessible in hopes of frightening {the] enemy away.”| ]

.ul
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For Vang Pao, ammunition consumption, however important, was not the
critical issue. His objection to a perceived American emphasis on support to
Souvanna at the expense of the Hmong rested on two political calculations,
the first having to do with the tribe’s place in Laotian soctety. Vang Pao
insisted that all the Hmong wanted was equality with their Lao compatriots in
a free, independent Laos. The unification under his leadership of so many
clans in Xieng Khouang and Sam Neua Provinces offered an unparalleled

. opportunity to achieve this. But success depended on continued, direct Ameri-

can assistance; in effect, an American guarantee of Hmong social advance-
ment. |:|summarized the Hmong position: “Their only hope of an
honorable existence [sic] in Laos is to remain a strong enough group so that
any Laotian government will be forced to treat Meos with respect."BD

The other political calculation concerned the effect of reduced support on
Vang Pao’s own standing with his people. He explicitly acknowledged that
direct US aid had to continue if he was to “demonstrate to all Meos that their
only salvation” was to follow him. Without him—and there was no one who
could replace him—they would “break up into uncontroliable bands” and their
military potential would dissolve.ljthought it essential to get more
ammunition and spare parts, both to bolster Vang Pao’s standing with his
troops and to meet genuine tactical needs.:|emphasized the strategic
aspect in explaining Vang Pao’s low spirits: Vientiane might fear the extermi-
nation of the neutralists in a shootout with the communists, but Vang Pao had
a different concern. If Kong Le tacitly ceded the Plain of Jars to the commu-
nists, they would consolidate their control, and the Hmong under Vang Pao
would never recover this sacred ground.

| |acknowledged that Vang Pao’s complaints had some
merit. He noted, on the other hand, that by virtue of direct American aid, the
Hmong were stronger and more united than ever before. Vang Pao had been
warned that a political settlement would mean changes, including a return to
greater agricultural self-sufficiency. But the US Mission was “still running [a]
large airlift of food to [the] Meos who, as far as [I am] concerned, have not
really adjusted to [the] fact that we cannot keep shoving tons of rice out of air-

planes indeﬁnitely.”35\:|

Feeding the Hmong \:|

The “we” shoving rice out of aircraft referred primarily to USOM, which
had always participated in the relief aspects of the Hmong program but in

3

4

35
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October 1962 had become, at least nominally, the sole agent of civilian supply
efforts. Although may have assumed that it was equal to the job,
his men | |disagreed. In their view, USOM’s operating style,
involving dependence on conventional procurement procedures like competi-
tive bidding, had produced a 30-percent shortfall in the rice needed in Decem-
ber. Moreover, with numerous villages abandoned for the safety of refugee
centers, many of the tribesmen now lacked the tools with which to clear land
for the new crop of upland rice.

:lat first accepted the contrary view of Edgar “Pop” Buell,
USOM'’s refugee relief officer, who argued that apparent rice shortages
resulted from distribution problems. Total deliveries should actually be
reduced, even as delivery schedules were refined. Buell also persuaded the
COS that the: Hmong were resisting a return to sclf-sufficiency, preferring to
get their rice in the bags that fell from the sky. As for tools, USOM had prom-
ised timely purchase in neighboring Thailand, but the station noted Pop
Buell’s skepticism that it would make good on this commitment,??

Two weeks later, Buell’s doubts were confirmed. The dry season was now
only six weeks away, and the Hmong needed to prepare for it by clearing land
for their slash-and-burn style of mountain agriculture. The promised axes and
machetes had not arrived, and Headquarters acceded to]  |appeal for
a modest $8,000 to buy 5,000 hand tools. Seed rice was also late, and CIA

‘bought 100 tons in Thailand to ensure timely delivery.*® l:l

These measures did not prévent a sometimes heated debate about hunger

. among the Hmong. Officers living in the field were less impressed by Buell's

global figures on requirements and deliveries than by anecdotal evidence of

deprivation, and on 13 Febmﬁ relayedl limpas—

sioned plea for more help.?®

I:had just talked to a man from an outpost at Long Pot, near Route
13, the road from Vientiane to Luang Prabang. The militia and villagers there,
often hit by enemy raiding parties, had been without corn and rice for two
months; even the seed for next year’s crops had been consumed. The garrison
at the nearest secure drop zone was also without food, and at both sites morale
was down, with neglected weapons now unreliable and some units about to
disband in order to forage for food. Pathet Lao were now penetratin[g—_L‘ong

Pot, and many civilians had left for the larger site at Tham Sorn Yai.*

kL]
Ly

EE]
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Even if—| doubted--~total deliveries exceeded the total require-
ment, this did not help the outlying militia units, charged with collecting intel-
ligence and protecting the refugee centers that were disintegrating for lack-of
food.ilsuggested that Pop Buell, however free to travel, had as little
direct experience as he himself did of outposts actually engaged with the
enemy. He thought that USOM failed to see the intimate connection between
the safety of refugee centers and support to troops on the line.4| |

Chapter Seven

COS credited Pop Buell with unequalled knowledge of conditions upcountry,
where he spent 29 days of the month. Seeing Pop as unrivaled also in emo-
tional commitment to Hmong welfare,i ' lthought he had struck the
right balance when he “directed [Buell] to cut [deliveries] to [the] point his
conscience permitted.”+?

None of this established that no Hmong were going hungry—indeed,lj
seemed implicitly to acknowledge that some might be doing just that—
but he thought that Vang Pao (and by implication] — |failed to
understand that “the war is over, at least for the time being” and that help for
the Hmong was complicated by coalition politics. “There is nobody in [the]
Lao government who is willing to stand up and publicly say that these supply
flights are being flown [on its] behalf.” After every crash—a regrettably fre-
quent occurrence—"‘the Commie world press organ goes into operation again
... and there is not a single Lao, including [General] Phoumi, who will stand
up and defend us.” Furthermore, airport officials at Wat Tay were now harass-
ing the air-supply program, demanding written manifests and requiring per-
sonal inspections of aircraft by the base commander. In these circumstances,
i}said. rice could no longer be delivered on demand; Vang Pao and
the Hmong would simply have to adapt.“l:\

attributed the bureaucratic harassment to the hostility between
General Phoumi and the prime minister. Whenever a plane went down, Sou-
vanna would duck the media questions that followed, saying that he “never
asked for these flights.” Phoumi’s private assurances to Americans of his sup-
port for the Hmong were “phoney.” I:jloted that any real help from
the general would be contingent on covert US support for his own political
ambitions, and the United States had no intention of accommodating him. The

40
41

42

4 Ibid. Dclivery of the seed rice and tools did not make the Hmong sclf-sufficient, A defaulting
.USOM contractor created another severe shortage in May 1963, it took 10 weeks to get deliveries
under a new contract. This time, there was no argument about the fact of a shoﬁage.b
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Hmong therefore learned to adapt to a more austere supply regiine, while the
station learned that CIA’s logistical flexibility continued to be indispensable if
American commitments to a client people were to be fulfilled.%[ |

The Vang Pao-Kong Le Alliance D

At the beginning of 1963, continued American support of the Hmong
resistance—and to a lesser extent of the smaller vnits in the Panhandle—
reflected as much a sense of obligation to loyal clients as it did a conviction
of their military or political value. When two Washington visitors—Michael
Forrestal from the White House and Roger Hilsman from State—visited

in January, they expressed doubts about Hmong combat potential,
especially that of exposed units in the Sam Neua salient. They asked if it
might be better simply to relocate Hmong combatants and dependents away
from combat zones, not only for their protection but to reduce the risk to air-
craft dropping supplies.“—‘“—_Ll

‘:granted the possibility of migration, but noted that, as a hill peo-
ple, the Hmong would never occupy in strength the lowlands through which
supply by road would have to travel; a hermetically sealed enclave was not in
the cards. In any case, the most dangerous area, for both the Hmong and the
pilots supplying them, was not in Sam Neua but in eastern Xieng Khouang, up
to the North Vietnamese border. And this sector could not lightly be ceded to
Hanoi, for it was key to any effort to harass communist supply lines if the
NVA turned on Kong Le’s men on the Plain of Jars. Moreover, large-scale
evacuation would probably invite communist attack even if the Hmong could .
be persuaded to undertake it. In fact, some movement was taking place in
Xieng Khouang Province, but getting the Hmong to embark on a mass migra-
tion might well be simply impossible.*

oubted, moreover, that such a move, most likely into Sayaboury
Province west of the Mekong, would serve US interests. Valuable not only for
intelligence on enemy activity in much of northern Laos, the Hmong were a
material factor in Kong Le’s ability to deter a major enemy attack against him
on the Plain of Jars. Thus, they constituted a “real balance of power” in the
overall effort to preserve the government of Souvanna ‘Phouma.‘”D

a4
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| |Admiral Felt
was expressing similar concemns; even after making allowances for policy
restrictions on aggressive action, he thought combat effectiveness was declin-
ing and that the Hmong were “not living up to expectations.”l::’sug—
gested that CIA reporting, too focused on Hmong morale problems and *too
reticent” about their accomplishments, might be responsible for this. But in
thie naturc of the case, any official who insisted on “decisive” action, as Harri-
man did, was bound to be disappointed. The Hmong were not prepared by

- social organization, motivation, or training to contest with regular formations

for control of territory, Holding the high ground while they harassed enemy
installations and lines of communications below was the most that could be
expected of thcm.“{j

For the other anticommunist Laotian forces, whose nonfeasance Harriman
and Felt seemed to overlook, even this limited potential overcame cultural
condescension and political mistrust enough to make the Hmong a valued
partner. General Phoumi implicitly acknowledged this when, in mid-January,
he encouraged Vang Pao not merely to cooperate with Kong Le but to inte-
grate their forces wherever he saw fit. But mistrust was not a monopoly of the
Lao, and Vang Pao temporized. Not fully persuaded of Kong L.e’s good faith
and suspicious of French maneuvering in the Kong Le camp to prevent an alli-
ance, Vang Pao thought it prudent to start with ad hoc cooperation. Integratlon

.could come later. 501:]

Headquarters agreed about integration, not only because of Kong Le’s noto-
rious volatility but because an.overt merger, even if practicable, might pro-
voke a major communist reaction. Nevertheless, it saw an “approaching

as[_

[
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showdown,” even without a formal alliance. Accordingly, it suggested, in
mid-February, that the station bolster the neutralists by providing relief sup-
plies to Kong Le through Vang Pao, and that it prepare for possible “black
bag” funding of the anticommunist neutralists.> \i'

NEW RULES OF ENGAGEMENT|_|

In the balancing act that attended every decision to raise the ante, Washing-
ton sought to win a tactical advantage without provoking unmanageable com-
munist escalation. Perhaps no longer persvaded that the war was over, even
for the time being,| Inow agreed with|:|that ten-
sions on the Plain of Jars might soon explode. If they did, Hmong ammunition
reserves would not suffice, and iwantcd to promise Vang Pao that he
could give ammunition to Kong Le if things blew up between the neutralists
and the communists. Headquarters turned him down, contending that contin-
gent promises limited the Agency’s “flexibility”;]  |would have to be
content with an offer of nonlethal supplies. Washington would go no further,
for the moment, than to check American stocks of ammunition for the neutral-
ists” Soviet-made weaponry.s

[ JreliedC to communicate the American position on all

this to the zone commanders about to assemble at Long Tieng. Bill Lair, whose
fluency in Thai allowed him to understand the related Laotian language, had
attended previous such sessions, but Geneva restrictions would now keep him
away. The proceedings would take place in Laotian and Hmong, not French,
and would be unable to follow them.| |
[ Iand Lair gave
him an intensive briefing designed to help him correct any distortions in the
picturc presented by Vang Pao. In so doing, Lair exploited his relationship with
| Iandl ]high standing with Vang Pao, to usel—_—-las an infor-
mal conduit to convey US policy guidance.| ]

A New Crisis D

King Savang Vatthana and Prime Minister Souvanna visited Washington in
late February 1963. At Foggy Bottom, the king asserted that a solution in Viet-
nam remained a prerequisite to peace in Laos, for Hanoi would not willingly
relinquish the Laotian corridor to South Vietnam as long as it was directing the
insurgency in the South. Even at that, the Vietnamese were only part of the
problem: the Chinese, in the king's judgment, fully “intended to reestablish

snl - ]

|

lMemorandum From Michael V. Forrestal to President

Kennedy, “Laos,” 20 February 1963, FRUS 1961-1963, 935.’—_|
sal I
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their rule over entire Southeast Asia . . . The use of comrmunist ideology was
only one instrument applied by the Chinese to penetrate Southeast Asia,”**

Savang saw the Pathet Lao as responsive more to the Chinese than to the
Soviets. Not only did the Chinese oppose a Western presence in Laos, they
would not tolerate Russian influence there, either. The Russians, in turn,
wanted to prevent Chinese hegemony in Southeast Asia; the king said that
Chairman Khrushchev had told him this. At the same time, Savang believed
that the Russian-controiled Polish contingent on the ICC was blocking all seri-
ous investigation of cease-fire violations. 55|:]

With his geopolitical view on the record, the king turned to Souvanna,
whom he described 1o Kennedy as the only genuine neutralist, to suggest ways
out of the present quandary. The prime minister responded with his customary
vague optimism. Phoumi and the neutralists had narrowed the gap belween
them, and even the Pathet Lao wanted peace. “If everyone [put] his cards on
the table in good faith,” things would work out, though some pressure from
the great powers might be required, from the United States on Phoumi and
from the Soviets on the Pathet Lao.56|:|

The foreign minister in the coalition government, a neutralist with Pathet
Lao sympathies, accompanied the king and Souvanna to Washington. Back in
Vientiane, he was assassinated on 1 April by one of his own guards, perhaps in
retaliation for the Pathet Lao murder of a Kong Le loyalist. Whoever its spon-
sor, the killing came at a time of high tension on the Plain of Jars—Vang Pao’s
intelligence had already reported a North Vietnamese buildup there—and
communist attacks on Kong Le positions came the next day.s] |

l:lreported that Ambassador Unger wanted to exhaust all ?ossible

diplomatic devices to restore the status quo ante on the Plain of Jars;

had “no quarrel whatsoever with this for it is correct and legal and . . . in
accordance with Geneva Accords.” But he wondered if there was “time to
make all these diplomatic moves and still have anything left to defend or to

* Memoranda of Conversation, 25 and 27 February 1963, FRUS 1961-1963, 936-44] |

ss Ibid[__|

s Ibid. Perhaps for reasons of protocol, no one on the American side explored the implied dis-
agreement between the king and Souvanna regarding the relative degrees of mﬂucncc over the
Pathet Lao exercised by Moscow and Beijing|

1 Roger Hilsman, To-Move a Nation, 153; Memorandum from the Director of INR to-the Assis-
Lant Secretary for Far Eastern Affairs (Hilsman), 3 April 1963, FRUS 1961-1963, 953-54;

According to Hilsman, Quinim had been trying to subvert Kong Le's followers, who blamed him
for the assassination of one of their number, an officer named Ketsana, who had resisted this
pressure.
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assist.” Souvanna Phouma so far had dismissed Kong Le’s pleas for help as

the overreaction of “an emotional young man.” Furthermore, Souvanna

clearly wanted to believe Hanoi’s recent assurances that “therc were no Viet

Minh in Laos.”53|:|

On 6 April, Kong Le lost two key positions along Route 4, which ran south-

east from the Plain of Jars through Xieng Khouang town. |

J

described the dilemma this created for Vang Pao, as General Phoumi urged
him to strike the Pathet Lao and the Americans pressed him not to risk incur-
ring the blame for a reversion to open warfare. Vang Pao tried to accommo-
date both, moving units toward the plain while abstaining from actually
engaging the enemy. eminded Headquarters that CIA control over
the Hmong fell short of the absolute; under pressure from Phoumi and fearful
of the Hmong falling victim to the commuaists if Kong Le were eliminated,
Vang Pao might feel compelled to act.®

The prospect of the neutralists being wiped out had already induced Wash-
ington to approve three covert munitions drops to Hmong outposts for distri-
bution to Kong Le units on the Plain of Jars. Risking that Vang Pao might just
take the ball and run, Washington encouraged him to deploy troops around the
plain and southeast along Route 4, Again invoking the principle of decisive:
action, Harriman prohibited committing them to combat, even to harass the
Route 7 supply corridor, uniess this became essential to Kong Le’s survival,
and Vientiane believed they could tip the balance.®

On 9 April, Souvanna Phouma suddenly decided that enough was enough.
He appealed for action by the Soviet and British cochairmen of the Geneva
conference and abandoned his usval airy detachment when he declared the
Pathet Lao the aggressor and accused the North Vietnamese of having left
troops on Laotian soil. Even then, he shrank from conclusive action, and his
aide told the embassy that Kong Le’s plans to retake Xieng Khouang town
‘were being kept from Souvanna for fear he would order them canceled.ﬁ‘lj

Trying to calibrate the US response to the new crisis, Secretary of State -

Rusk echoed King Savang Vatthana’s views on the influence of the Soviet

58 . l

BE

8 Memorandum Prepared in the Department of State, “Memorandum for Consideration by the
National Security Council on April 10, 1963, nd., FRUS [961-1963, 959-60; l—

|
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Union on the Laotian communists, and on the centrality of Vietnam. There
might be “some limitations on Soviet ability to guarantee a particular result
with Hanoi or [Beijing],” but “we should press upon Khrushchev the fact that
his own good faith is at stake and that we expect compliance with his solemn
pledges on this subject.”” Meanwhile, the United States should supply the
Kong Le loyalists as well as the anticommunist (i.e., Vang Pao’s) forces
around the Plain of Jars, &l——l

In the larger framework Savang described, Secretary Rusk thought it might
be time to take the war to the North Vietnamese. The United States should not
shackle itself by considering action only *“under conditions of greatest disad-
vantage . . . restricting our forces to {the] landlocked area of Laos.” Rather
than committing “doughboys to a frustrating and unrewarding effort” on the
ground, the United States would do better to “shoot at the Viet-Minh from the
air and sea at less cost to us and maximum cost to them.” If the Geneva Agree-
ments fail, “we must take the handcuffs off ourselves in deciding what we
think about the security of Southeast Asia. "63

For the moment, Washington's action was a good deal more restrained
than its rhetoric, as it continued relying on its team:lto iry to
restore the balance on the Plain of Jars. The first imperative was a working
relationship between Vang Pao and Kong Le, and after an exchange of cor-
dial letters between them, [:|ﬂew Vang Pao to the neutralist head-
quarters on 11 April. Next day, Kong Le came to the Sam Thong refugee
center, where he persuaded Vang Pao to send troops to the Plain of Jars.
Hmong irregulars dressed in neutralist uniforms moved onto the western part
of the plain, where they secured Kong Le’s headquarters, freeing neutralist
troops to face the Pathet Lao farther east.¢ |

With the North Vietnamese abstaining from direct participation in the fight-
ing, the Hmong reinforcements did, it seems, tip the balance, for within two
days another cease-fire went into effect. With Kong Le no longer on the verge
of defeat, American attention returned to the perennial conundrum: how to
prevent further communist encroachments without provoking Hanoi to com-

2 Telegram From Secretary of State Rusk to the Department of State, 9 April 1963, FRUS 1961-
1963, 956-59. Rusk’s thinking on this seems to have been influenced by the Yugoslav ambassa-
dor, Veljko Micunovic, at a meeting on 19 April. Micunovic “suggested the Soviet Union wanted
to stabilize the situation in Laos, but China and North Vietnam did not.” (See Summary Record of
the 513% [NSC] Meeting, FRUS [1961-1963, 994.}|:!-

€ Ibid. The Viet Minh, the anticolonial front organized by Ho Chi Minh in 1941, had been defunct
since the communists took over in Hanoi and created the Democratic Republic of Viemam, But
many US officials used the misnomer until the mid-1960s.

“
|

SECRET/MR
152




g

C05303949

SECRET/MR

NEW RULES OF ENGAGEMENT| |

mit its own ground forces. The State Department foresaw communist pressure
to expel Kong Le from the Plain of Jars and wanted the neutralists to occupy
the moral high ground.[:Jmust, therefore, persuade Vang Pao—and
through him, Kong Le—to maintain a defensive posture in order to put the
onus for any further cease-fire violations on the other side.55

This produced a tense session with Vang Pao, who claimed to share the
American *hope [that] the Vietnamese would fear embarrassment in the eyes
of world opinion” if they did not retreat from the aggressive moves of the last
weeks. But he pressed Son the practical implications. Should he with-
draw his irregulars from the only two spots on the plain where they were now
deployed? Should he pull his men back from advance positions in the sur-
rounding hills? The answer to both qucstions was no; we could not afford the
likely effect on neutralist morale. Kong Le must be supported,
allowed, but this had to be done by keeping our “powder dry” while we
avoided any action that would cloud the communist responsibility for a deci-
sion to destroy the Geneva Agreements. % '

Back to Open HostilitiesD

The latest cease-fire, like its predecessors, signified not a suspension of
hostilities but a return to skirmishing over peripheral bits of territory. The
Hmong retook Pa Dong, Vang Pao’s first command post, which had been lost
in June 1961. Meanwhile, Kong Le prepared to try to retake some ground on
the Plain of Jars. But the communists matched these operations with their own
attacks and by mid-April 1963 the latest cease-fire had essentially collapsed.
Washington again confronted the ugly choice between defeat, if diplomacy
did not restrain the communists, and overt US intervention.f”D

On |9 April, Secretary of Defense McNamara told President Kennedy that
consideration was being given to moving a carrier task force into the Gulf of
Tonkin off Hanoi as a direct threat. The president suggested linking Cuba with
Laos: with the last 23 American prisoners now being repatriated from the Isle

65|

67

See also Summary Record of the 512t National Security Council Meeting, 20 April 1963, FRUS
1961-1963, 976-80. At this point, the April fighting on and near the Plain of Jars had produced
71 communist troops killed and 155 wounded, while Kong Le's forces suffered 85 killed and 43
wounded. Hmong and FAR losses had been negligible. (Memorandum from William Colby to
McGeorge Bundy, 22 April 1963, cited in FRUS 196{-1963, 994.)D
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of Pines, it might be practicable to signal US unhappiness with Khrushchev’s
nonfeasance in Laos by striking Castro.%

While Washington studied the geopolitical chessboard for opportunities to
send minatory signals to Moscow and Hanoi,L Iunder-
took the more prosaic task of preserving Kong Le’s position on the Plain of
Jars. This was threatened, it noted, by the propensity of neutralist and FAR
units to flee whenever they anticipated encountering the North Vietnamese
opposition. It also cited Kong Le’s mood swings—he made the mercurial
Vang Pao look positively phlegmatic—and Souvanna Phouma’s continued
equivocation as two obstacles to a concerted resistance to communist
advances. If Kong Le were not to be thrown off the Plain of Jars, Hmong
irregulars would have to cooperate with the neutralists in hitting communist

supply lines.®

Washington responded by delegating to Ambassador Unger and the country
team greater authority to support integrated operations designed at least to
preserve the status quo on and around the plain, By 24 April, the 4,500
Hmeong irregulars supporting Kong Le had cratered Route 7, leading to North
Vietnam; a Helio pilot confirmed three cuts, each between 200 and 300 feet
long. The guerriilas also interdicted Route 4 between the Plain of Jars and
Xieng Khouang town. Small ambushes were harassing local traffic, and the
Hmong had cut off a number of Pathet Lao units and provided cover for scat-
tered Kong Le units being withdrawn toward the western sector of the plain.”

On 20 April, the embassy interpreted the events of the previous three weeks
as the inauguration of a new phase. Prince Souphanouvong and another Pathet
Lao minister had left Vientiane, and it looked as if the communists had aban-
doned even pro forma respect for Souvanna’s coalition government. In these
circumstances, Ambassador Unger authorized | | ] to deploy

% Summary Record of the 512% NSC Meeting; Memorandum from William Colby to DCI
McCane, n.d. “Presidential Meeting on Laos, 19 April 1963," FRUS 1961-1963, 974-75. DCI
John McCone feared that US military intervention in Laos unaccompanied by action against Cuba
would leave Khrushehev's position unimpaired, while the reaction of the US public would hurt
Kennedy: “Let’s not save Khrushchev at the expense ol Kennedy.” Conversely, however, strong
action in Cuba before moving in Laos might bring down Khrushchev. (See Memorandum from
Colby to McCone, n.d., “[NSC] Mceting on Laos,” 20 April 1963, FRUS 1961-1963, 987—98.)|:|

69

70

h‘he Department’s delegation of

authority to the embassy coexisted with a continuing urge at Foggy Bottom to “‘case officer” the

Hmong operation, something for which Headquarters apologized to
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recoilless rifles 1o Hmong positions within range of Pathet Lao positions and
to step up munitions deliveries to the Hmong and their neutralist allies. The
Hmong already held one position jointly with Kong Le's men, and

believed that, absent a North Vietnamese attack in force, the proposed level of
activity would save Kong Le. All this was done without consulting Souvanna
Phouma, whose resentment of communist perfidy had not yet turned him into

‘areliable partner of the anticommunist forces in Laos.” 1:’

To bring the prime minister into consistently active opposition to the com-
munists had been an American goal ever since the conclusion of the Geneva
Agreements. The US Mission now sought to engage him in supporting the
anticommunist forces in the northeast by offering the government a gift of
several C-46 cargo planes. Souvanna accepted these, for they gave him the
capability directly to support Kong Le’s units, the only forces personally loyal
to him. He then began allowing airport authorities to clear other C-46s, merely
leased to the Lao but also carrying Laotian markings, to pick up ordnance at
the border town of Paksane for delivery to Long Tieng. One of these even
picked up ammunition| |and flew it
direct to Kong Le’s headquarters on the Plain of Jars. The ploy thus paid for
itself: giving Souvanna control of some of the air transport supplying Kong Le
and the Hmong not only secured his personal involvement but legalized some
of the direct flights between and upcountry sites.”™

On 26 April, Governor Harriman saw Chairman Khrushchev and Foreign
Minister Gromyko in Moscow. He got little satisfaction: Gromyko denied the
presence of North Vietnamese troops in Laos, and Khrushchev responded to
pleas for a more active ICC by appealing to the inviolable socialist principle
of noninterference in other nations’ affairs. But things quieted down on the
Piain of Jars in the week that followed. To some in the White House, it seemed
that Hmong support had supplemented direct material aid to the neutralists in
damping down the Pathet Lao campaign to expel Kong Le from the Plain of

_Jars.“\j

In the relative quiet that prevailed during most of May, Kong Le, Vang Pao,
and a Phoumi representative prepared to retake key positions the communists
had seized from the neutralists on the eastern Plain of Jars and at Xieng
Khouang town. Reporting this to Headquarters, Ambassador Unger pointed
out the risks: to make a move in force might invite a decisive riposte from

'n[ - 7 ]

l ]

72| ) I
™ Memorandum of Conversation, 26 April 1963, FRUS 196/-1963, 1000-05; Memorandum
from Michael V. Forrestal to President Kennedy, “Help to Kong Le and Meos,” 1 May 1963,
FRUS 1961-1963, 1007-08; Hilsman, To Move a Nation, 152.[j
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Hanoi, while accepting the status quo might prove fatal to the morale of Kong
Le’s tattered forces.™[ | |

Chapter Seven

[:adopted a middle position, endorsing a more limited campaign
than the one its clients were planning. Washington professed to agree but
imposed limitations that restricted Kong Le to strengthening his defensive
positions: any aggressive move would “destroy [the] generally favorable
world political position we and [the neutralists] now enjoy.” It fell to

[ Jro get the plan canceled, and on 14 May, lspent an
uncomfortable four hours with Vang Pao, finally persuading him to urge Kong
Le to desist.""[:l ‘

Ewmte an exhaustive account of the session, recounting Vang
Pao’s objections at a level of detail that suggested his sympathy for them. And
Vang Pao, for his own part, did not categorically reject estimate
of the risk created by reported enemy foreknowledge of the planned attack.
But he feared that failure to move would only invite a move by the enemy, and
he dismissed |:|repeated, if perhaps half-hearted, assertions of the
need to tar Hanoi with the burden of any further violations. If North
' Vietnamese-encadred Pathet Lao drove Kong Le off the Plain of Jars in a
lightning strike, he said, no one would be able to prove Hanoi’s participation.
And the damage would have been done.”

The operation was duly canceled, although not without some rancor after a
FAR general insinuated that Vang Pao had leaked it. One of Kong Le’s offic-
ers was then determined to be the culprit, and the storm passed. But
made it explicit, a few days later, that Washington’s constant vacillation made
it most difficult to run a war. He assured Headquarters that he would follow
orders, whatever they might be. But he went on to question State’s instruction
to to limit itself to “appropriate actions’ designed only to ensure
Kong Le’s “continuing ability [to] maintain [the] integrity [of] his military
forces.” If the only “appropriate action” involved waiting for the Pathet Lao to
“chip away at his position [through the] rainy season,” Kong Le was unlikely

to survive.
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But Unger, too, despite his deep-seated caution, saw Washington as want-
ing things both ways. He pointed out the growing tension between Souvanna
Phouma and his half-brother Prince Souphanouvong, Polish obstructionism on
the ICC, and the Soviets” failure to support the Laotian neutralists. Together,
he told the Department, these suggested a irend away from coalition govern-
ment and toward de facto partition. The question for Unger remained that of
the purpose of US support to the Laotian anticommunists: Did we want them
to hold their own against the Pathet Lao and the North Vietnamese? Or should
they merely serve as a tripwire, resisting a communist offensive long enough
to let the West decide how to react?7® \j

The Department's hesitant reply—not coordinated with CIA—said that
Washington wanted the Lao to be able to “hold long enough against attack to
focus international attention on [the] situation and crystallize the elements
out of which we must [decide] what actions to take.” This came close to say-
ing that the United States would not know what it wanted until imminent
disaster compelled it to act, and CIA’s FE Division promptly lobbied Roger

- Hilsman for a more forceful statement of US intentions at least with respect

to the irregulars.”,

Still highly qualified, the resulting addendum anticipated a possible need to
“increase [Hmong] numbers or improve the quality of their arms to accom-
plish specific and limited objectives within the framework of the general
objectives” laid out earlier.| |and Doug Blaufarb
added, ta paragraph on the conceptual climate in
Washington:

It is clear to us that the changes which are taking place on the scene
in Laos are going to require a far deeper reexamination of policy . ..
but that owing to the normal lag between events . . . and the full
digestion of their impact, thinking here is still grooved along some-
what outdated lines.wl:]

While awaited this “deeper reexamination,” Vang Pao and Kong
Le, together with some FAR elements, proceeded to block the road east and
west of Xieng Khouang town. They also launched attacks by fire on key
points on the eastern Plain of Jars, destroying vehicles and tying up road traf-
fic at Lat Houang and Phongsavan. Ambassador Unger deplored these moves

‘ﬂ

Also see Vientiane Embassy Telegram 1719, 18 May 1963, summarized in FRUS 1967-1963,
1014,

™ State Telegram 1136 to Vientiane, 24 May 1963, FRUS 19611963, 1014-15] |
BO
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on the ground that they would only provoke a stronger enemy reaction. In fact,
the Pathet Lao were also on the move, whether or not in response to anticom-
munist attacks, launching diversionary maneuvers toward Hmong positions
south of the plain. In any case, it was Souvanna Phouma, not Ambassador
Unger, who now applied the brakes. He called for a return to a more strictly
defensive stance, and Vang Pao agreed to limit his operatlons to harassing
enemy lines of communication. B'EI -

Chapter Seven

This returned the rules of engagement essentially to the restrictive formula
imposed in October 1962. While Washington began its review of Laos policy,
underwent an attack of anxiety over the deniability of direct CIA

support to the Hmong. Its concern applied almost as much to the FAR com-
mand as to the ICC, for General Phoumi had never been briefed on the scale

of the Hmong program, or on the presence of |

And Vang Pao said it embarrassed him not to let FAR ofﬁcers—not

even his immediate superior—uvisit Long Tieng, especially as they already
knew the “full story.”“2|:]

| |Phoumi and Sou-

vanna might well have heard about activity at Long Tieng, but :was
not about to let the FAR command see for itself the unilateral munitions drops

~ there and the redistribution to Hmong outposts. Nor were the Lao to have
.direct knowledge of the Americans with Vang Pao.3{ |

l:lc]emly thought this unsustainable, and in early June it adopted
something of a we-told-you-so tone in a cable recounting an unannounced
visit to Sam Thong, the refugee center near Long Tieng, Kong Le and a Cana-
dian brigadier with the ICC landed there, professing to have been forced down
by bad weather.:| acerbic comment on this noted that it could as
well have been Long Tieng and a Polish member of the ICC.% |

The policy stance resumed by Washington and Souvanna in May 1963 left
the initiative with the communists. However intense President Kennedy’s
desire, and that of his military leaders, to avoid deeper US involvement, it
seemed only a matter of time before the communists wore down the dispirited
Kong Le forces. This would eliminate the anticommunist presence not only on
the Plain of Jars but also in the upper Panhandle. There, scattered units of

Unger did, however, cndorse a Vang

Pao request to be allowed to furnish arms to Kong Le. Whether Washington approved is not
known. ’

B2
BY
B4
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Kong Le’s 4% and 5* Battalions offered some resistance to Pathet Lao control
and impeded, to some small degree, North Vietnamese use of the Corridor into
South Vietnam. If the anticommunist neutralists—neutralist, now, in the sense
of supporting Souvanna while holding Phoumi at arm’s length—were not to
disappear, a new formula would have to be found. To this ¢nd, a full-scale pol-
icy review got under way in June.8s

83
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The June 1963 review of US policy toward Laos took place against a back-
ground of renewed hostilities on the Plain of Jars that posed both a danger and
an opportunity for the anticommunist side. A neutralist collapse there would
confront the United States with the same dilemma it had faced beforc the
Geneva Agreements, namely, whether or not US interests justified, perhaps
required, sending American ground forces to save Laos. On the other hand,
the overt if incremental communist campaign against Kong Le diluted the
force of complaints from the Soviets or NATO allies of cease-fire violations
by the anticommunist side. '

The communist drive conferred on Washington some of the freedom of
action that it had for the previous eight months denied itself. With Souvanna
Phouma and Kong Le both shorn of their fantasies about the communists’
intentions, the Vientiane government and its patrons might now be in a posi-
tion to reverse or at least halt the enemy’s recent gains. From that might fol-
low, in the words of a White House staffer, at least a “stabilized de facto

partition,” ‘D

The fruit of the policy review appeared in National Security Action Memo-
randum 249 (NSAM 249) of 25 June 1963. President Kennedy approved the
first of its three proposed action phases, directing a substantially greater
immvestment by both the Pentagon and CIA. Defense was to provide howitzers
and heavy mortars, several combat aircraft, and increased funding, while CIA
was to beef up the Hmong and Panhandle programs and take up new responsi-
bility for security in the Mekong Valley.’E

In this first phase, CIA was to build the paramilitary program to a total of
23,000 men and deploy the guerrillas more aggressively. Along with FAR,

* Memorandum from Michael Forrestal to President Kennedy, “Laos Planning,” 18 June 1963,
FRUS 1961-1963, 1023
21bid,, 1025-34: Memorandum for the Record, “Laos Planning, 19 June [963, FRUS 19671963,

1031 nD
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they should try to link their zones of influence, consolidating previously iso-
lated operating areas. The station was also to help complete the so-called
Mekong buffer zone, handling the security aspect of a USAID adaptation of
the Strategic Hamlet Program—a system of villages organized for self-
defense—then rapidly growing in South Vietnam. The Laotian version of this
program would try to secure the Mekong Valley all the way from Sayaboury
Province in the northwest to the Cambodian border at the lower end of the
Panhandle, a distance of some 500 miles. Fina]ly,|:| would deploy
additional tribal intelligence teams, better trained and better equipped, wher-
ever significant targets emerged. These—and only these—CIA-supported ele-
ments were exempt from the prohibition onr incursions into territory long
under solid communist control.? D

Chapter Eight

The second and third phases of NSAM 249, not proposed for immediate
execution, called for more aggressive measures. A second phase would begin
with US aerial reconnaissance of Laos, more aggressive air and ground activ-
ity by FAR and the irregulars, and the introduction of US Air Force units into
Thailand and a US Navy task force into the South China Sea. If these mea-
sures did not prevent further communist advances, the third phase would start
with bombing of North Vietnam, followed by a US and allied invasion of
North Vietnam and Laos.*

NSAM 249 and, more emphatically, NSAM 256 establish that, as of mid-
1963 and contrary to a view later widely held that he was seeking to disen-
gage, President Kennedy was contemplating massive US military intervention
in Indochina. As things worked out, Laos and North Vietnam would not be

|

Washington proposed applying the strategic hamlet concept in Laos just as some US advisers in
South Vietnam were beginning to question the efficacy of the program there. Its ¢laimed suc-
cesses rested on unreliable South Vietnamese statistics, but official Washington did not accept its
essential failure until after President Ngo Dinh Diem was overthrown on 1 November 1963. (For
the decay of Diem's hold ou he countryside, see Jeffrey Race, War Comes 1o Long An, and the
author’s The CIA and Rural Pacification in South Vietnam.) As DCI McCone understood Gover-
nor Harriman on the question of cease-fire violations, protests from the communists would be
rejected on the basis that any measure requasted by competent Lactian authority, i.e., Prime Min-
ister Souvanna Phouma, was allowable under the Geneva Agreements. Souvanna’s readiness to
make such requests was apparenlly assumed. (Memorandum Prepared in [CIA]} for [DCI]
McCone, “Operational Planning on Laos—Presidential Meeting 19 June 1963,” n.d., FRUS
1961-1963, 1032.)

4 Forrestal memerandum to Kennedy, 18 June 1963, NSAM 256 of 31 July gave approval in prin-
ciple for some of the actions under phase two but did not authorize their implementation. (See
Colby Memorandum to DCI McCone, 25 February 1964, Foreign Relations of the United States
1964-1968, Volume XXVIII, Laos (herealier FRUS 1964-1968), 11-12) _|
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bombed for another year, and US ground forces would not reach Indochina
until 1965. Once there, drawn in by political implosion in Saigon and a mili-
tary collapse in the countryside, they would deploy into South Vietnam
instead of invading Laos or the North. In Laos, the United States continued its
reliance on Laotian :lsurrogates, and the eventual US commitment of
massive combat air support substituled for the introduction of American
troops. With these substantial exceptions, US military intervention in Indoch-
ina followed roughly the pattern of escalation in both Laos and Vietnam that
the Kennedy administration laid out in NSAM 249.\j

CIA had participated in drafting that document and was prepared, when the
president approved it, to launch an immediate flurry of activity that built on
programs already under way. Seven Hmong Special Operations Teams fanned
out to proselytize among uncommitted Hmong in the provinces surrounding
Xieng Khouang. In the next five months, they brought in 2,000 recruits. By
mid-July, Hmong guerrillas had retaken all the_outposts lost to communist
encroachment during the previous 14 months.*

At an Agency briefing in late April, assistant secretary of state Roger Hils-
man had inquired about the “empty” area (that is, one with no friendly pres-
ence)} in the hills between the Vientiane Plain and Vang Pao’s line of guerrilla
bases south of the Plain of Jars. A veteran of partisan operations in Burma
during World War II and a self-professed expert on fighting communist-led
rural insurgency, Hilsman wanted a fully secure zone between Vientiane and
the Plain of Jars. Hmong irregulars, he thought, could be asked to control the
mountainous portion of that zone, serving as a “guerrilla screen” for US forces
that might be deployed into the Mekong Valley. The branch chief for Laos,
Douglas Blaufarb, relayed Hilsman’s idea to Vientiane.$

Left to his own devices, Vang Pao would have emphasized expansion to the
northeast, toward North Vietnam and his kinsmen in the Nong Het area. But
the first phase of NSAM 249 did not provide for this, and he acceded
|:|urging to do something about what had come to be called the “Hilsman
triangle.” Two of his relatives living in the triangle had recently trekked to

| |
As of May 1963, US intelligence estimated the forces engaged on and around the Plain of Jars,
and castward to Nong Het, at 4,500 Hmong irregulars; 1,200 FAR; 2,200 Kong Le ncutralists (in

" possession of some 50 PT-76 light tanks); 2,800 Pathet Lao; and 1,350 North Vietnamese. No fig-

ures for the procommunist neutralists of another dissident, Colonel Deuane, have been found.

i -
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;B]aufarb interview.i_]

SECRET/MR
163




C05303949

SE(%LTI/MR

Long Tieng to apologize for their tardiness in joining the resistance, and Vang
Pao thought their village might serve as the base for a new guerrilla zone.’lj

Chapter Eight

But he would have to proceed with care. Fay Dang, the Hmong Pathet Lao
whose men had shot down helicopter in August 1961, still
dominated the area, and the sincerity of voluntcers there could not be taken for
granted. It would be imprudent to begin by issuing arms, and Vang Pao pro-
posed instead a civic action effort—especially medical and relief supplies for
this desperately poor area—that demonstrated his good will and his capacity
to confer material benefits.8

The Yao and the China Target[:l

The authors of NSAM 249 hoped to consolidate Vientiane’s hold on areas
not yet under communist influence. They also wanted to shrink areas of Pathet
Lao control in the northwest, in the upper Panhandle, and on the Bolovens
Plateau in the far south. Of the various ethnic groups offering candidates for
recruitment, the Yao of northwestern Laos still looked to be the most promis-
ing. Since the first contact with them byl:lcm case officers had
found them more disciplined than the Hmong, and unlike the Hmong none
were known to have joined the Pathet Lao.9|i|

The enemy, moreover, was doing nothing to ingratiate himself with the Yao:
Intelligence on harsh communist rule in Pathet Lao-controlled portions of
Nam Tha and Phong Saly Provinces reported extortion, press gangs, and occa-
sional summary execution of intransigent local leaders. In the eight months
since the Geneva Agreements had gone into nominal effect, over 2,000 civil-
ians and 40 Pathet Lao soldiers had “voted for freedom with their feet,” as the

pul it, by seeking shelter where an anticommunist

militia could protect them.'© ,
:descﬁbed how enemy dispositions were concentrated in four

" nearly paratlel lines following the main river systems southwest from China’s

Yunnan Province toward the Mekong River. The communists occupied the

valleys, with only a scattered presence in the mountains between. A combina-

tion of coercion and propaganda charges that both Souvanna Phouma and
Phoumi were agents of the United States and the French colonialists had won

?
g Blaufarb inter-
view,
Hmong loyalty in the area remained questionable, but Fay Dang posed no real threat, and when
Hilsman resigned in early 1964, the effort to pacify the “Hilsman triangle” faded. (Blaufarb inter-
view.)

! 8
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the Pathet Lao some 2,300 new recruits from a variety of tribes. These, operat-
ing in support of regular Pathet Lao units, threatened the security of Yao and
other noncommunist tribesmen. !!

A LIMITED OFFENS]VED

CIA Headquarters proposed to counter this by adding 700 to the 1,000 Yao
already under arms, vsing a base camp at Ban Na Woua, 16 miles from the
Thai border in Nam Tha Province. But the| Jeven while put-
ting this into effect, seems to have had a different focus. Surviving correspon-
dence suggests that, in mid-1963; it was devoting more attention to

- intelligence operations in Yunnan Province than to extending Vientiane’s writ

in Nam Tha and northern Luang Prabang Provinces.?

In August, an exasperated cable from branch chief Douglas Blaufarb
reminded |that the first phase of NSAM 249 called for “con-
solidation of friendly control of areas not presently being contested with the
communists.” Headquarters thought there were “still important gaps within
these areas,” which included parts of Sayaboury and Vientiane Provinces, the
Thakhek area, and the Bolovens Platcau. Accordingly, it objected to:|

seen as “diffused into snuggling up to China and Burma borders and
penetrating into Phong Saly, which latter province we consider [firmly under
enemy control and therefore] not worth contesting.” ‘3|___| '

Blaufarb urgcd:to devote more attention to linkinf the Yao and

Hmong irregulars of the northwest with those of Vang Pao.

response to this direction is unknown, but it might have noted that the
expanded Yao program approved by Headquarters would be hard pressed to do
much about Sayaboury or about linking up with Vang Pao’s Hmong at Muong

- Sai. With its center more than 110 miles northwest of Luang Prabang, the Yao
resistance would remain an isolated enclave. And, in fact, CIA persisted in this

rather incoherent approach to irregular military operations in the northwest,
even after Blaufarb himself replaced| | lin 1964, “‘D

No such ambiguity afflicted the two programs in the Panhandle. The Tha-
khek teams still had almost 1,000 men, but the neutralists in the area were
buckling under communist pressure, and central Laos east of the Mekong low-
lands was becoming whatbnow called a “denied area.” The Tha-
khek irregulars, even if slightly increased in numbers—no major expansion
looked feasible—lacked the power to reverse this trend and therefore would

tlﬁ
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be used mainly to collect information on Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese
activity in the eastern Panhandle. With this mission, they would be directed
farther south than before, toward the North Vietnamese border with Savanna-
khet Province. '5D

The situation with the Kha was just the reverse. Consolidating friendly con-
trol of the Bolovens looked more feasible than in the plains and foothills east
of Thakhek, but the number of Kha effectives was sadly reduced. Of the origi-
nal 1,200 men, only some 300 remained under arms. Some units, as noted ear-
lier, had been dissolved at the time of the Geneva Agreements: These inciuded
Loven from the western Bolovens, untrustworthy at best and pro—Pathet Lao
at worst; General Phasouk had been lucky to disarm those who did not disap-
pear with their new weapons into the jungle. 'D

Even among those loyal to Prince Boun Oum, the remote advisory pres-
ence—_ L compounded the problem of a frag-
mented Kha tribal structure. No single leader commanded the fealty of a clan
or interclan grouping, and the effectiveness of individual unit leaders decayed
in the absence of personal contact withr —lHeadquarters
estimated that it would take months before an expanded program could “have a
measurable effect in arresting communist encroachments in South Laos."”D

As the Kha example most dramatically illustrated, energized programs
would require direct guidance by field case 0fficers.|

Baroque Rules of EngagemcntI:]

The conversion of Souvanna Phouma and Kong Le to an actively anticom-
munist stance did not mean that either unreservedly endorsed the Laotian right
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wing or every American initiative in Indochina. Souvanna remained deeply
suspicious of General Phoumi and Prince Boun Oum and hostile to Air Amer-
ica, which he clearly viewed as an instrument of possible unilateral American
purposes in Laos. Aside from the problem of dealing with Souvanna, Wash-
ington still faced the need to avoid blatant, provocative violations of the 1962
Geneva Agrecments it had negotiated and signed, The urgency of this require-
ment varied over time, depending partly on the scale of communist violations
and partly on the state of diplomatic play, especially with the Soviets. But it
was always a material consideration, and in mid-1963, despite the activist cast
of NSAM 249, it still constituted an important factor. ‘9|j

With respect to the noncommunist factions, the United States could do little
to improve matters beyond urging them to demonstrate their good will by
working together, The question of air support was equally intractable. What-
ever was done to comply with the cease-fire inevitably detracted from the
morale and combal effectiveness of both Vang Pao’s Hmong and the ethnic
Lao units in the Panhandle. For two months in mid-1963, the US Mission
wrestled with the problem of supplying the station-supported irregulars—and
the FAR units scattered among them—as hardly any of them could be reached -
by either road or rivcr.|:|

Souvanna’s well-known sensitivities were not the only issue. The Polish
delegate to the 1CC had already accused Air America of transporting troops
and ordnance in violation of the Geneva Agreements; he chose to ignore the
communist attacks on Vang Pao and the Plain of Jars neutralists that provoked
them.E:] wanted to lease Air America aircraft to Souvanna—if he
would accept them—but the State Department held that Laotian markings on
the atrcraft would not make it legal for Air America pilots to fly them.2”|:|

In one of innumerable such arguments—they persisted for over a year, until
the rising scale of combat rendered the issue more or less academic
omplained about what it termed the Department’s “legalistic” objections.
It noted that State had raised no such objection to Bird & Sons pilots in the
cockpits of the six atrcraft already given or leased to Souvanna, and demanded
to know why a different standard now applied.”[ |

The possibilities included a new and presumably untainted American firm,
or one from a third country, or Lao pilots in leased American planes. The per-

1%
i

21

The correspondence does not explain why the contract with Souvanna could not have been
revised to permit the use of other carricrs.‘j
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mutations were nearly endless, but practical considerations of one kind or
another killed them all. Lao pilots were simply not to be had, a third-country
firm would dilute US control, Souvanna had objected or would object, and so
on. With no immediate alternative, discussion focused increasingly on the
number of flights needed to meet essential military rcquiremcnts.”l:l

The debate turned sharp in early August 1963, asl———Jand Vang Pao
completed preparations for a third cratering operation against Route 7.
Charges embedded in the road where it hugged a steep slope would do the
mos! damage, and Vang Pao picked a spot east of Ban Ban.?? D

Like nearly all Hmong operations involving heavy ordnance, this one
would require air support, and the station ordered up Air America helicopters,
\ |t0 ferry troops and munitions from Long Tieng to
the target site. Having approved the operation, the State Department now
faced the political sensitivities of Secretary Rusk’s impending trip to Moscow
to sign the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty. Rusk intended to protest communist vio-
lations of the Laotian cease-fire, and State would not risk the embarrassment
of an incident in which an American plane carrying war materiel went down
in communist-held territory. Assistant Secretary Hilsman cabled the chargé
d’affaires Philip Chadbourn| _ telling him to suspend all such
flights—both Bird & Sons to the neutralists and black Air America missions
to Long Tieng—between 2 and 10 August.z“\:]

Chadbourn did not contest the desirability of avoiding trouble for Rusk, but
predicted demoralization on the neutralist side if supplies were suspended, and
a concomitant weakening of the prime minister. Furthermore, the long-
planned Route 7 operation would come to a “dead halt in midstream,” with
predictable effects on Hmong morale. Finally, interruption of ammunition
supplies to the Hmong around the Plain of Jars would make the irregulars
withdraw farther into the hills, positively inviting a communist move to wipe
out their neutralist allies on the Plain of Jars. If State really wanted to
strengthen Souvanna’s position, as it had instructed :’to try to do, it
should reconsidcr.”ﬂ

Hilsman backed off, allowing Chadbourn to continue Bird & Sons flights
to the neutralists and the minimum practicable number of black missidns to -
the Hmong. But for State, this remained a temporary expedient. For the long

2 l
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preparing cratering charges for airdrop, August 1963

term, some alternative to the transport of military cargos by US aircraft and
crews would have to be found, and he instructed the chargé to find a way Lo
do that. Chadbourn rctortcd! khat no one knew of a source of
Lao or third-country pilots to fly helicopters and Caribou transports and that,
unless Washington could find them, there would be “little point to forming
[a] Lao company 26|

To Hilsman’s original instructions had come “as a
real shock.” Until modified in response to Chadbourn’s protest, they meant the
end of the Route 7 operation, and the station thought that such a display of
irresolution, after all the elaborate preparations, would devastate Hmong
morale. But even as modified, State's restrictions doomed the cooperation
with the neutralists, for the only alternative to an air operation run by a third
country was the FAR logistical system. Delivering supplies to the neutralists
using a FAR C-47 would surely persuade them that the United States now
intended to subordinate them to General Phoumi. More generally, ]
saw the new constraints as rendering moot any further “discussion of expand-
ing [the] anticommunist guerrillas.”?’

These practical exigencies forced Foggy Bottom to accept a more gradualist
‘approach toward replacing Air America and Bird & Sons, but even so,
'was forced into a drastic reduction in the level of support to the m-egularq
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Results of cratering operarion, August 1963

at least until Rusk’s return from Moscow. Lvas pleasantly surprised
when the ever-unpredictable Vang Pao accepted this news with perfect equa-
nimity and continued his planning for the operation against Route 7.%

The debate over air transport continued as the station urged the use of more
‘Chinese—either first officers from Air America retrained as captains| |

At the same time, it insisted that | |continue
‘looking for a formula “based upon a contract between [the] RLG and a Lao air
company.” Hilsman and Michael Forrestal were insisting on this “on the basis
of legal advice that such arrangement will better insulate [the] US [Govern-
ment] from implication in violation of Geneva Accords."z‘-’z

FE division chief William Colby apologized to (for what he
called “this exercise in legal pettifoggery.” But State insisted on a corporate
fiction to protect Washington against the “ultimate horror of [a] signed piece
of paper” that contradicted US denials of direct participation in transporting
war materials. Colby implored. ~ |to indulge the demands of “this

purification exercise” and to resist them only if they actually threatened to
keep required missions from being flown.*| |

n |
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oute 4. 6 miles south of Xieng Khuoang town, 7 May 1964

=

Irregulars cratering

The “purification exercise” continued during a call on Souvanna by the
chargé d’affaires. The prime minister opposed setting up a new Laotian entity
and rather naively—or perhaps maliciously—suggested that the Americans
use the French firm hired to transport ICC inspection teams. State in Washing-
ton instructed the embassy to persist, and the dance continued, with Washing-
ton and the embassy alternating in finding disabling shortcomings in each
other’s proposals.”| |

Meanwhile, _ |could not resist one last shot. He
was not “annoyed,” as Headquarters had suggested he was, but “horrified” at
State's draconian new restrictions just when circumstances favored relaxing
the ground rules. The Department had, after all, acquiesced in using American
pilots in the critical months after October 1962, and | asserted that his
protest reflected the view of the entire country team., worried also
that the new stance might presage new restrictions in other areas,|

| B At best, the
arrangements demanded by Hilsman and Forrestal would “obfuscate US involvement” but not
“relieve us of a violation of the Geneva Accords,” which prohibited not only overt participation but
anything done to “facilitate or connive at the introduction” of prohibited matcriel.i ‘
[ % ~ IThe record does not
ﬁolain the intensity, at the time, of Washington's attachment to pro forma compliancc.f [

n
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Headquarters responded with a curt instruction to advise

that they were not to { [without explicit prior
approval from! This did not end the discussion, and six wecks later,
in_early September 1963, :| reported ambassadorial approval for
| to visit the various zone headquarters,| |
! Iwas to work on intelligence col-
lections programs, while reviewed the supply, storage, and distribu-
tion of ordnance and other materiel, impressing on the respective zone
commanders that they “cannot get what they want on ten minutes notice.”

A Dicey Operation

The various zone headquarters were still out of bounds for CIA officers
when the Route 7 operation was being planned, and Bill Lair was restricted to
Long Tieng when he flew to work on it with Vang Pao,

[ {Even without the uncertainties surrounding air

a2
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support, they all had their work cut out for them. Much more ambitious than
its two predecessors, the plan called for attacks on two vulnerable siretches of
the road. On one of these, between Ban Ban'and the Plain of Jars, Hmong
irregularsL ]would try to blast down onto the road a sec-
tion of the cliff that loomed over it. The second and larger operation would
emplace 240 cratering charges (20 for each of 12 SGU platoons) in the rocky
roadbed east of Ban Ban. Vang Pao thought he would have to hold that seg-
ment for 12 hours, defending it against attack from either east or west, and the

A LIMITED OFFENSI VEI:I

- site lay only some three hours by truck from the North Vietnamese border.

Even assuming complete surprise, the enemy might have time to react.35|:’

Adding to the risks was the Pathet Lao force that defended this eastern seg-
ment. Vang Pao was confident that the Hmong could deal with the company-
sized unit known to be stationed there, but if more enemy were concealed in
the area, and cspecially if there were North Vietnamese among them, hard
resistance might result in the mission’s being aborted. In the best of circum-
stances, success would depend on excellent communications between demoli-
tions elements and the two battalions of local irrcgulars, one each on the east
and the west, protecting their flanks. Should they hear firing, the SGU pla-
toons laying the charges would need to know how soon their location might
come under attack. Even though bolstered by| ]they might
otherwise exaggerate the imminence of a North Vietnamese attack and prema-
turely take to the hills. %] |

The unprecedented communications and coordination requirements on
Vang Pao and his irregulars sufficed to make the effort a chancy one, at best.
Then, nine days of torrential rain in late July forced Vang Pao to choose a dif-
ferent forward support base, farther from Route 7, and the helicopters would
now have a longer flight to the target. This complication lengthened the odds,
and L . Jbegan to have second thoughts. “Vang Pao will be
lucky to hold the road 12 hours . . . Frankly, we have reservations as to
whether or not this operation will fully succeed.”¥’ ‘

This kind of candor elicited a predictably cautionary word from Bill Colby:
“While {we are] in no sense seeking [a] sure bet . . . there is considerable
breath-holding here” regarding a strong communist reaction to this “provoca-

tion.” But he left the decision to who responded by assuring him
thatL E)!uld rig the charges, andtj

would serve the heavy weapons.
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On 6 August, 1,000 Hmong gueirillas occupied the stretch of road east of
Ban Ban. A smaller force launched a diversionary operation against the sec-
ondary target, between Ban Ban and the Plain of Jars, :lgunners accom-
panying the Hmong in the latter action used recoilless rifles to silence the
mortars of an enemy company guarding a bridge just north of the target. With
the site secured, the demolitions team laid its charges. The blasts blew away
the cliff face, covering the road with mounds of rock, while other charges
nearby cut deep trenches, each 100 feet long, in the roadbed. By the time the
enemy was able to direct more fire on the site, several hours later, the attackers
had safely withdrawn.”:‘

Chapter Eight

To the cast, things went even better, The Pathet Lao garrison apparently
fled, but other enemy forces responded almost immediately, approaching from
both directions on Route 7. Like their counterparts to the west, these were
halted with heavy weapons fire, especially that directed by_‘

who justified his reputation as someone who could “drop a 4.2-inch
mortar shell down a chimney.” Concern about an overwhelming enemy reac-
tion dissipated, and the demolitions teams had five days in which to blow
away the roadbed with cratering charges. These dug a trench 1,000 feet long
and 10 feet deep. Meanwhile,{:[gunncrs shelled a Pathet Lao camp, and a
demolitions team destroyed a bridge. Friendly casualties in both operations
totaled one kilied and three missing, and the road remained out of commission
until after the end of the rainy season.® :

[ Jattributed this startling success primarily to expert planning by
Lair and Vang Pao and to the technical competence and combat leadership of
Jassigned to the operation. But the Hmong who constituted the
bulk of the manpower had, in the space of two-and-a-half years, undergone a
transformation without which the operation could not have been contem-
plated. The foresight of |~ _|Bill Lair had resulted in the
creation of Special Guerrilla Units and Special Operations Teams, l:
{ | Tribal irregulars previously
uncomprehending of any technique or tactic beyond ambush at the approaches
to one’s own village could now be deployed, in relatively large units, far from
home. L they were more combat
effective than either FAR or the Pathet Lao, and the Route 7 operation demon-
strated that with some expert help they could mount a sophisticated, coordi-
nated offensive operation.¥

I
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Irregular trooper with captured 12.7mm machinegun at Phou Moun. easr of Xieng Khouang

Iown

Success, in the Laotian context, always raised the specter of an overwhelm-
ing enemy response. With Ambassador Unger still in the United States,
Chargé Chadbourn was “jumpy,” as] put it, not only about the
North Vietnamese reaction but also about General Phoumi, who might overre-
act with an impetuous proposal to insert airborne troops to interdict Route 7
permanently. | |agreed, especially about Phoumi, who might well
intend using the Hmong as a “cat’s paw for breaking [the] situation wide open
and then claiming he has to become involved because American-sponsored
Meo started it."2| |

41
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The communist reaction finally came and, during the first two weeks of
September, Hmong guerrillas fought 36 reported engagements along Route 7.
The eﬂemy lost 80 reported killed, but the Hmong too suffered a relatively
heavy toll, losing 36 of their own and were gradually forced farther from the
road than they had been before the Route 7 raid. Headquarters worried about
Hmong losses in protracted “attritional warfare,” while the neutralists—the
main beneficiaries of the operation—*sit [on the Plain of Jars] concentrating
on keeping their feet dry.” Vang Pao agreed to pull his forces out of contact in
this sector, as soon as he could get Phoumi’s concurrence.“?‘D

FAR on the Offensive |

General Phoumi not only agreed to a Hmong pullback but, in a startling if
short-lived departure from normal practice, now sent FAR on the offensive.
This display of aggressive spirit probably reflected the new alliance with
Kong Le and perhaps also a touch of envy at Vang Pao’s multibattalion raid on
Route 7. And there was a genuine opportunity because heavy seasonal rains,
just then coming to an end, had put the enemy on short rations in Xieng
Khouang town and forced the communists to give up the stretch of Route 8
south of Lak Sao in the upper Panhandle. Meanwhile, air transport had kept
government forces reasonably well supplied.

|

Further inquiry revealed an innocent misunderstanding with Vang Pao, who
readily abdicated any action role. Instead, he agreed to let Kong Le undertake
the reoccupation of both Xieng Khouang town and the strategically more
important center of Khang Khay, on the Plain of Jars itself. 45|:|

Meanwhile, CIA irregulars in the Panhandle were already preparing the
way for a FAR push northward toward Lak Sao from the Na Kay Plateau.

[ Jlater thought this initiative suicidally provocative but seems to have

acceded to FAR pressure for help with it. And, in fact, the operation got off to

[

a4 |

a5 I
SECRET//MR
176




C05303949

SECRET//MR

A LIMITED OFFENSIVED

agood start.l hrregulars blew bridges northeast of
the village, impeding to some extent reinforcements from North Vietnam. As
neutralist forces approached from the south on 6 December 1963, the guerril-
las also captured two 105mm howitzers from the communists. But a joint
effort with FAR failed to dislodge the North Vietnamese battalion dug in a
mile away at the airerip.“ﬁD '

L |thought that the Lao were already overreaching and
urged to call off the irregulars before the North Vietnamese reacted in
force. But it was too late. A week later, the communists struck back, Bolstered
by two North Vietnamese battalions, the Pathet Lao rolled down Route 8 to
the Na Kay Plateau. In early December, however, the advance came to a halt,
and combined FAR-Kong Le irregular units still blocked Hanoi’s use of
Route 8 as a supply line into south Laos and South Vietnam. ‘”D

The key contribution of the irregulars proved to be a mixed blessing, even
to the extent that the Lak Sao operation succeeded. Their higher profile
prompted Military Region 3 commander Gen. Lam Ngeun Prasavath to begin
trying to insert his own noncommissioned officers and radio communications
into irregular units. Hardly an unreasonable demand, in protocol terms, it
threatened not just CIA control but the irregulars’ unique effectiveness. For
the rest of Lam Ngeun’s tenure, had 1o fend him off, agreeing to
deploy some of the irregulars in joint tactical activity while maintaining sepa-
rate command and communications.*

Earlier, while anticommunist fortunes were still waxing, Souvanna Phouma
apparently had felt secure enough to indulge one of his recurring bouts of sus-
picion about the intentions of his anticommunist allies. In late November, he
again raised the perennial issue of Air America’s continued presence. The
fleet had been culled to 21 from a pre-Geneva high of more than 50, but Unger
and - |saw no salvation in this reduction, it appeared that, this time
Souvanna meant business with his demand for the company’s departure.“\il

This new display of sensitivity came just weeks after the 1 November 1963
military coup against Ngo Dinh Diem in Saigon and was accompanied by an
attack of the customary Lao paranoia about the country’s ethnic minorities.
Forgetting the reassurances he had given DCI McCone about Hmong loyalty,

: f
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Route 12, farther south, remained open to North Vietnamese infiltration]
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the prime minister now “strongly cautioned” Unger and the visiting Michael
Forrestal against giving arms to the Hmong. They “had only their own inter-
ests in mind and once armed could well turn on the Lao Government . . . and
begin systematic pillage and destruction of all who opposed them.” At the

-same time—his paranoia perhaps of the schizoid variety—Souvanna presum-

ably knew and approved of General Phoumi's proposed late December visit to
Sam Thong to award Vang Pao the stars of a brigadier general.*

King- Savang Vatthana was more disposed than Souvanna to give credit
where credit was due. With government forces under pressure at the end of the
year, he followed Phoumi’s flight to Sam Thong with an unprecedented visit
of his own in early January 1964. Naming Vang Pao a Commander of the
Order of the Million Elephants, he praised the Hmong for having continued to
fight “at a time when all seemed lost.” The visit and the award could not by
themselves dissolve the entire legacy of mutual hostility and distrust between
the Lao and the Hmong, But Agency observers had never seen a trace of
ambition for Hmong autonomy in Vang Pao or in any other influential
Hmong. Now, the king’s embrace and Vang Pao’s promotion added Laotian
endorsement and sponsorship to what had begun as an essentially unilateral
American creation,! '

The Leader and the Led at Long Tieng]:J

In Bill Lair’s view, Vang Pao later came to regard himself more as com-
mander of an army and to pay correspondingly less attention to his function as
tribal leader. But this syndrome had not appeared when he first rose to general
officer rank, ahd|l had ample opportu-.
nity to observe hiws populist style and the nature and limitations of his influ-
ence over the Hntpng.ﬂ:l

Both the style and the substance of Vang Pao’s leadership were on display
at mealtime. —|regularly ate lunch and dinner with him
at a table whose length varied with the number of guests, never fewer than

The issue receded again until spring 1964, when Souvanna, supported by Unger, again pressed
for a replacement for Air America. CIA did not object in principle, but the practical difficulties
were overwhelming-—Unger would not settle for any mere cosmetic change—and intensified
hostilities then took the subject off the ambassador's agenda. No substitute for Air America was

ever l‘oundl
l

g L—'
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10. Along with staff and family, every visitor—Hmong or Lao, eminent or
humble—was invited, and Vang Pao engaged each one in his animated style,
listening to reports, complaints, and requests. In so doing, he kept a continu-
ous finger on the collective pulse, asserting and building his authority at the
same time.*

A LIMITED OFFENSIVED

An outsider like the paranoid prime minister might think of Vang Pao as
commanding a dumbly obedient ethnic bloc. In fact, his authority rested on
constant negotiation and mediation on things like clan politics, personal dis-
putes, official misconduct, and petty trade. Like any governor dependent on the
consent of the governed, Vang Pao made the necessary compromises, in his
case with important families to which he lacked close ties. This meant, on
occasion, allowing “obvious wrongs to continuc.”r

| ]

Vang Pao held court every morning, playing Solomon with supplicants;
some of whom wanted redress for offenses committed by neighbors or militia-
men while others, the unfortunate, were simply looking for help. And Vang
Pao was a genuinely soft touch, especially for women. noted that
“the finesse and ease with which [he] handles men vanishes when confronted
with sobbing women. Every woman on speaking with him bursts spontane-
ously into tears as if the'word on how to handle him had gotten around.” Bill
Lair had earlier seen that an ability to provide financial relief to the needy was
essential to maintaining and extending Vang Pao’s authority and had proposed
the subsidy on which the general now drew to meet these demands.33 lj

To a foreigner, at least, Vang Pao’s tribal compatriots were “infinitely
unpredictable.” observed that other ethnic groups, such as the

Lao Theung, lived a “more orderly life and being less spooky can be depended
on for regular if uninspired work. Unfortunately, they often do not object [to]
doing the same for the PL.” The Hmong, once comm:ltted to Vang Pao, could

,_l [Bill Lair. u

began his tour subsisting on Laotian foed, which gave him two tapeworms and numer-
ous other parasites, but in almost four.years of Hmong fare—mainly poultry, beef, and pork with
sauces and rice varied with an occasional offering of bear’s paw or bleod pudding—suffered no

fulrther infestations) |
4
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be counted on for basic loyalty, but their mysterious blend of adaptability and
attachment to the old ways made them a perplexing client.5°D

Personal hygiene provided one example. Bathing, it was traditionally
believed, risked washing off one of the body’s 32 souls; the loss of a soul was
also the cause of all illness, and it required the services of the village sorcerer
to recapture it. For a fee of a pig or two, he would “with yells, grunts and rat-
tles . . . bounce upon an imaginary horse for hours in hot pursuit of the lost

soul.” Yet it was not long before many of the Hmong,

]:ladopted thel—_—lpractice of frequent bathing. And they-quickly
recognized the superiority of Western medicine when it came to treating the

wounded. Vang Pao’s stock would rise or fall on the availability of aircraft to
evacuate casualties after a skirmish or ambush, or after the frequent incidents
in which a Hmong detonated one of his own booby traps.”!j

Other beliefs were more impervious to outside influence. One of them
involved what Bill Lair called the “feet of the terrible chicken.” Most commu-
nal meals featured a chicken, boiled whole, whose feet would be studied by
the elders present if some momentous event, like a raiding operation, was
imminent. Feet curled one way forecast success, but in another they signaled
disaster, and the operation would have to be postponed until the omens
improved. Lair recalled that the incidence of such unfavorable portents rather
suddenly declined after several disruptions of operational planning, and his
Hmong friends believed that Vang Pao had begun adding a secret ingredient to
make the chicken’s feet curl into a more propitious shape.s‘*[j :

L ’observations gave the lie to Souvanna’s professed fear of
Hmong rapacity. When competently led in defense of home and family, the
tribesmen fought very well. But in the absence of “driving leadership,” they
were as individuals very far from the “fierce tigers of legend.” What outsiders
saw as “primitive ferocity" reflected nothing more, inli[experienced
opinion, than “being so accustomed to pain and death that they administer and
[accept] both in workaday fashion."”t}

An abiding concern of the advisers was to meliorate the conditions that
made pain and death so ubiquitous and to prepare the Hmong for the day when
rice would no longer fall out of the sky and guerrilla pay would cease. From
the beginning, the station had seen support to Hmong civil society as essential
to the tribe’s survival. Bill Lair, in particular, recognized the American com-
mitment as temporary at best. More than that: what he saw as a record of

54
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Hmong village, c. 1964 (Courtesy of Bill Lair)

American inconstancy toward weaker allies led him to fear that support to the
Hmong might come to an end earlier than anyone anticipated. As we have
seen, his apprehensions were shared by Bill Colby, who in 1964 was still serv-
ing as chief of the Far East Division. Colby’s presence assured a receptive
atmosphere at Headquarters for proposals aimed at securing the Hmong'’s

postwar future.®|

As Vang Pao’s principal | -adviser, }was closer to the
problem than Colby or even Lair, and routinely coped with problems only
indirectly connected with the war effort. Like his superiors, he came to see
these as part of the same project: to preserve the Hmong way of life and to
improve material conditions while encouraging political and economic inte-
gration into the Laotian polity.5'

Vang Pao did not hesitate to deal with Americans other than his CIA con-
tacts, and in the economic realm USOM’s Edgar “Pop” Buell, deeply commit-

% Bill Lair Limcrvicw by the author, 2 May 2000 (hereafter cited as| |
interview). \was with Vang Pao from the fall of 1962 until early 1966, Citing the Amer-
ican abandonment of the Burmese minorities after using them against the Japanese in World War
11, Colby once bemoaned lor_ —llhc readiness of great powers to exploit and then discard
their surrogates among oppressed minorities.

61 nterview,
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ted to Hmong welfare, administered the bulk of US resources. Butlj_]
remained the general’s overall adviser and confidant, and anticipating and

meeting_civilian needs remained an important aspect of his work. By early

l964,t|and Vang Pao had identified four such areas for development;

they included roadbuilding (as a substitute for expensive air transportation)

education, livestock production, and handicrafts (especially weaving the tradi-

tional black cloth).f’zD

Chapter Eight

These prescriptions expanded and put in some order of priority what CIA
had been doing ever since the beginning of the program.| |f0r
example, had once ordered a cargo aircraft loaded with discarded tires. Refu-
gees from Nong Het, on the North Vietnamese border, knew how to make
durable sandals from old rubber,-and Vang Pao proposed to have them train
amputees in the same skill. The disabled would thus earn a small income
while making a useful product, and Hmong dependence on foreign aid would
be at least modestly reduced. It was so small as to be little more than sym-

- bolic, but this effort and others like it would remind the Hmong that a return to

self-sufficiency remained their long-term goal.%?
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Focus on the Panhandle

B

Social and economic progress in Hmong country, and in the rest of noncom-
munist Laos, depended on physical security. In early 1964 the prospects for
that were becoming increasingly fragile. At the beginning of the year, Laotian
government forces, both FAR and CIA-led irregulars, found themselves back
on the defensive. Communist gains in Laos, which included recapture of the
entire Na Kay Plateau in the upper Panhandle, were accompanied by further
deterioration of the Saigon government’s position in South Vietnam.!

These developments reinforced the sense of urgency that had led to NSAM
249 and its supplement, NSAM 256, in mid-1963. But President Lyndon
Johnson, less than two months in office since the assassination of President
Kennedy in November 1963, was no more anxious than his predecessor to
send US troops. The imperative to preserve at least a shell of the Geneva
Agreements therefore continued to restrict the range of measures that might
restore the anticommunist position in Laos and limit North Vietnamese use of
the Panhandle routes to South Vietnam.?

The need to justify US departures from the Geneva Agreements’ restric-
tions on military aid produced in Under Secretary of State Harriman what

Douglas Blaufarb later called a “fixation” on proving viola-

tions by Hanoi. The imperative to demonstrate that US action was driven by
prior communist infractions led to intense pressure on CIA to come up with at
least one North Vietnamese prisoner who could testify to the scale of Hanoi’s
intervention in Laos. The effort continued for months, until Blaufarb, who
replaced‘ l ]in May, concluded that the Lao and the Hmong
were only humoring the Americans with their professed intention to heip. To
the indigenoué defenders, North Vietnamese involvement was so obvious as to
require no documentation.? \:I

? Memorandum from Assistant Sccretary of State Hilsman to Secretary Rusk, “Lacs,” 15 Febru-
ary 1964, FRUS 1964-1968, 7-8.
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Vang Pao’s men finally came up with a prisoner, and the general turned him
over to FAR for presentation at a Vientiane press conference. But Harriman
was disappointed in his expectation of an international outcry. The cvent got
two or three paragraphs in the New York Times, and that was the end of it. It
appeared that Times readers, like the Lao, took communist duplicity pretty
much for granted.

In any case, no propaganda advantage would have spared the administration
from confronting the recurring question of what arbitrarily restricted means
might be expected to accomplish. CIA officials differed in degree on what the
Agency could do, but they held a generally conservative view of the potential
oftlcovert iregulars, Al freview of prospects in the Pan-
handle, completed at the time of the assassination in Dallas, had arrived at the
relatively hopeful conclusion that, while “rio guerrilla operation . . . could ever
hope to stop a determined North Vietnamese invasion,” an expanded force of
irregulars could force Hanoi to protect its routes with forces too large to be
disavowed at Geneva. In that situation, the irregulars could “reduce to a con-
siderable extent the effective use of this lifeline.”s |

More optimistic than Ambassador Unger waxed uncharacteris-
tically combative, calling the Panhandle irregulars “the best instrument I am
aware of for reducing or conceivably eliminating Viet Minh use of [the] Ho
Chi Minh Trail.” But Headquarters took a more conservative tack even than
:| emphasizing only their intelligence potential as it recommended
to State and Defense that Panhandle units be expanded. Assistant Secretary

Hilsman picked up the same theme when he approved that expansion on
4 December 1963.6l:\

This did not relieve the pressure on CIA to participate in military activity
against the Corridor from South Vietnam. MACYV was at this point just com-
pleting Oplan 34A-64, which called for a series of operations against North
Vietnam aimed at reducing Viet Cong pressure in the South. The plan would
also send irregulars across the South Vietnamese border into Laos against the
Ho Chi Minh Trail, something that Secretary McNamara thought would
incur more political risks than it promised military gains. Aware of the
Agency's program on the Bolovens Plateau, he suggested instead deploying
500 Kha toward the east, monitoring and harassing enemy supply routes
from within Laos.?

* Blaufarb interview.

" 2 1bid, |

|
: |

1
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In early January 1964, DCI McCone agreed to seek “high-level”—presum-
ably presidential-—authority for the Kha deployment. But the Agency contin-
ued to fear that MACV’s enthusiasm for CIA participation in joint cross-
border operations from South Vietnam reflected a desire to “circumvent
[McNarmara’s] decision not to conduct them.” It foresaw any such activity as
certain to provoke opposition from Unger and to weaken CIA’s control of its
covert resources in Laos.?

One way 1o resist the pressure would be to disclaim any significant capabil-
ity, and the station was enjoined to avoid asserting a capacity to “effectively
harass or interdict™ the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Headquarters acknowiledged that
the Thakhek-based teams,| ) |and
the Kha units on the Bolovens could indeed collect useful intelligence. It
seems genuinely to have doubted, however, that “Lao or tribal elements can
have much effect on Viet Cong movement through Laos.”? |:!

Meanwhile, the arbitrary and consequently shifting restraints the United
States imposed on itself colored the debate aboul both objectives and the
means of pursuing them. With Oplan 34 A still on hold, the debate grew testy.
At an interagency meeting on 24 February, a participant from Defense
attacked a State Department draft of revisions to NSAM 256 as confusing and
demanded that Roger Hilsman explain “what he really wanted to do in Laos.”
Hilsman put his case in terms of getting the communists “to pause in their
aggressive actions” and “worry them more about North Vietnam.” Means to
this end included introducing US forces into Thailand, not for deployment
into the Mekong Valley but only as “a deterrent and to increase American
capability in Southeast Asia at a time when the United States was thinking

" about more strenuous action in North Vietnam.”10

Peter Solbert, a deputy assistant secretary of defense, derided this as “only
words,” charging that “there was no credibility left in the idea of deploying
military forces to Thailand.” The NSC’s Michael Forrestal, by contrast, was
prepared to accept that such deployment might in fact stabilize things enough
to allow a program of political consolidation—whatever that might mean—in

7

Also see Telegram from the [CIA] to the Station in Saigon, 12 February 1964, FRUS I 964-1968,

9

1© Wiltiam Colby, Memorandum for the Record, “Meeting on Proposed Action Paper for Laos,”
24 February 1964, FRUS 1964-1968, 8-10.
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Laos. Even so, he wanted a more precise statement of the military’s proposed
role. In response, “Secretary Hilsman mumbled something about we would at
least buy some time,” and Defense’s Brig. Gen. Lucius Clay, Jr., understood
this as clarifying one thing: we sought “only to bide [sic] time and not to do
anything serious.” !

Hilsman pointed out the need to be ready to act against North Vietnam, but
only after “some victories in the [Mekong] Delta” in order to avoid both con-
gressional opposition to operations against the North and a possible surge in
support for neutralization for South Vietnam. This proposal left the military
unpetsuaded, and the meeting “went nowhere.” '2D

Interagency disagreements were by no means the only problem. Asked to
comment on the various steps toward escalation, Ambassador Unger pointed
out in a telegram that some of them depended on the approval of the prime
minister, whose perspective was very different from the American.

Souvanna believes [the] Lao proverb that when buffaloes fight it is
grass which gets hurt and however [clearly] he now understands
[the] nature of communist threat and tactics, he remains persuaded
Laos will only suffer more from being made, [the] scene of escalated
conflict,

Unger said he would therefore expect adamant resistance to proposals like the
one to launch guerrilla raids from Laos into North Vietnam.

An Obstreperous Client and a Tactical QuandaryD

Aimed only at staving off defeat and therefore always at the mercy of
events, US military strategy in Laos fell into near chaos as reverses in Hmong
country were followed by political strife in Vientiane and conflict between
CIA and the US military over cross-border operations from South Vietnam

into Laos. '4[:|

W Ibid. Celby, presumably writing to the DCI, permitted himself a rare display of venom, going
on (o say that, “Mr. Hilsman explained, apropos of nothing, that he was much more in favor of
doing more about North Vietnam [than] some people may think,” (He was obviously referring to
the Stewart Alsop column in the Samrday Evening Post, which said Hilsman did not favor attacks
on North Victnam, to prove that he was really a red-blooded fellow.) Colby’s allusions to the mil-
itary’s intransigence at this session are only a little less uncomplimentary. Clay's apparent pun on
“buy" may represent only a transcription error by Colby’s secretary.

= Toid ]

1 Vientianc Embassy Telegram 927, | March 1964, FRUS 1964-1968, 2427 |

4
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This occurred at a time when intelligence—some from CIA roadwatch
teams in the Corridor and some from military sources—indicated a massively
greater use of Laotian territory for North Vietnamese infiltration into the
South, The assassination of President Ngo Dinh Diem just three weeks before
the death of John F. Kennedy had been followed early in 1964 by a disastrous
slump in Saigon’s military fortunes, and in April it appeared to Washington
that Hanoi might be moving in for the kill. The dispatch of integral combat
units—not just advisers and specialists—down the Ho Chi Minh Trail would
drastically change the balance in South Vietnam and threaten the end of Lao-
tian neutrality, In this climate, General Phoumi had flown in mid-March to
Dalat, South Vietnam, to see the junta that had replaced President Diem.
Saigon’s generals seemed amenable to military intervention in the Panhandle,

-and Phoumi—always disposed to let others do the fighting—agreed to South

Vietnamese air raids and regimental-size ground operations in the Corridor, 15

Distrustful of Phoumi, Ambassador Unger used Agency reporting from
Saigon to keep Souvanna fully informed. The prudence of this emerged when
the prime minister reported that Phoumi had informed him of the Dalat ses-
sion in only the “briefest and most general terms.” Souvanna promptly vetoed
the regimental operations and air raids on Tchepone, but Unger won his assent
to small-scale cross-border operations into southern Laos and a covert South
Vietnamese military liaison with FAR at Savannakhet. 6 I:]

It seems that no one had thought to keep the American hand out of this quar-

rel by getting Phoumi to give Souvanna a full account of the Dalat session; per-

haps the general’s low credibility with the embassy did not suffice to make the
effort ook worthwhile. Whether or not Phoumi knew of Unger’s briefing of
Souvanna, the continual tension between the prime minister and the rightists
reached critical mass on 19 April. Phoumi allies in Vientiane arrested Sou-
vanna and the other neutralists in the government and set up a military junta.
State issued a prompt disavowal of US encouragement or endorsement, a state-
ment that President Johnson, apparently not sure he still wanted to preserve the
nominal coalition, privately deplored as premature.”

No such doubt afflicted the embassy in Vientiane, which saw nothing but
disaster if the coup were not quickly squelched. For one thing, Kong Le might
in a “fit of rage” simply give up on.Souvanna and resume his alliance with the

5 Memorandum from DIA Deputy Director (Fitch) to Secretary McNamara, “Cross Border
Patrols in Southern Laos,” 9 April-1964; Telegram from CIA to State, 16 Mary 04; Vientiane
Embassy Telegram 1023, 19 March 1964; all FRUS 1964-1968, 42, 32, 34—37ﬁ ’

1 Vientiane Embassy Telegram ]023.D

17 Situation Report No. 1, “LAQS," 19 April 1964, and State Telegram 69 to Secretary Rusk at
Saigon, 19 April 1964, FRUS 1964-1968,43,46~47] |
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Pathet Lao. There would then exist no military force explicitly loyal to Prime
Minister Souvanna, whose own position would certainly dissolve.

ordered Bill Lair to proceed posthaste to Long Tieng and mstruct Vang Pao to
keep Kong Le from defecting. '

There was the problem of Vang Pao himself, who as a hardline anticommu-
nist had always deplored Souvanna’s inclination to accommodate rather than
fight. feared that he might be tempted to defy the United States
and cast his lot with the rebels. As the maneuvering grew more desperately
Byzantine, Colonel Siho, Phoumi’s intelligence chief, chose as emissary (o
Vang Pao ' Iwho had been serving as Siho’s adviser since late

1960,

Meanwhile, with the mutineers still in charge in Vientiane, McNamara and
acting secretary of state George Ball cabled Rusk, then visiting Saigon. They
suggested that the “current confused situation in Laos” perhaps merited the
deterrent of an “unadvertised movement of US forces, such as naval units
toward North Vietnam.” Amid uncertainty as to whether the Thai or the South
Vietnamese—or both—might have colluded in the rightist coup in Vientiane,
the State Department scrambled to find a solution that avoided “having to
decide to accept a Communist Laos or to assume the fighting in Laos.”20

Among the options were two suggested by|:] one of them a coun-
tercoup by Vang Pao and several Phoumi opponents in the officer corps, the
other a dramatic withdrawal of the US Mission. These were, as
acknowledged, counsels of desperation, for “one of the most discouraging
aspects of [the] present situation is [the] almost complete lack of leverage
[available to the US] Government.” Nothing good was to be expected from
either Souvanna or Phoumi, for the prime minister’s abhorrence of the “pro-
vocative” would prevent him from leading a vigorously anticommunist pro-
gram. And General Phoumi no longer enjoyed any sympathy from the US
Mission. He would simply have to go “if we are ever to [solve] the basic prob-
lem of inertia, corruption and inefficiency thru political action here.”! |j

13

15

At their first meeting afte] hrrival in May, Vang Pao declared that he had suffered
acrisis of loyalty, wanting Phoumi to prevail but still fesling bound by his commitment to work in
concert with his American friends. The American connection had prevailed, and Blaufark inferred
that Vang Pao had chosen this way to assure the new man that it would continue to prevail. (Blau-
farb interview.

2 Telegrams from the Department of State to Secretary of State Rusk at Saigon, 19 April 1964, and
from the Department of State to Vientiane, 25 April 1964; FRUS 1964-1968, 47, 68n, 69n.‘:|
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Near anarchy in Vientiane was accompanied by other bad news. New aerial
photography indicated major road construction from North Vietnam into the
Corridor east of Thakhek and improvement of the trail network to the south.
This development, accompanied by new Viet Cong gains in South Vietnam,
confirmed that Hanoi was indeed preparing for massive infiltration of the
South. A renewed atmosphere of crisis in Washington led to the National
Security Council meeting of 29 April 1964.2ZD

At that session, Defense sought President Johnson’s authority to conduct
the low-level aerial reconnaissance needed to help determine what use Hanoi
was making of the road network. With a decision deferred pending a reaction
from Ambassador Unger—he shortly agreed—JCS chairman Maxwell Taylor
turned the discussion to collection on the ground. He scoffed at earlier efforts
to use small cross-border reconnaissance teams to monitor Hanoi's use of the
Corridor. So far, they hadn’t worked, he asserted, and there was in any case no
point in watching the North Vietnamese unless we intended to hit them, and to .

do this in at least battalion-size strikes. McCone did not disagree, at least

about the intelligence product, for he had just received an analysis of Agency
cross-border operations from 1961 to 1963, which concluded that only large-
scale collection operations offered the prospect of a useful product.”D

" No one argued that photography could replace ground obsérvation, and the
question remained who should run the roadwatch program. Michael Forrestal
of the White House sent a trenchant analysis to his boss, McGeorge Bundy:

Our real problem is that we have given [MACV] missions in South
Vietnam, which they are unwilling and unable effectively to per-
form. We do want hard intelligence on the Ho Chi Minh Trail, both
for military and political reasons; but in the getting of it, we do not
want an overt invasion of Laos . . . Qur regular military command

21
L
22 Memorandum for the Record, “National Security Council Meeting—29 April 1964,” 29 April
1964, FRUS 1964-1968, 718-80,

2 Ibid.; Memorandum for the Record, “White House Meeting on Southeast Asia—24 May 1964,
24 May 1964, FRUS 1964-1968, 109-11, The navy and air force chicfs of staff still preferred to
regard the conflict in Indochina as a conventional war, one that the United States should deal with
by applying air and sea power. (Memorandum from Michael V. Forrestal to McGeorge Bundy,
“Laos Cross Border,” 29 April 1964, FRUS 19641968, 80-81). In the NSC discussion of cross-
border opetations, no one seems to have alluded to the CIA’s indigenous Laotian assets, though
McNamara had been briefed on them, at his own request, in mid-April, and State could have used
them to support its opposition to large cross-border operations _
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structure has neither the desire nor the capability of tackling such a
messy problem.

However disappointing the results of its earlier cross-border operations, CIA
seemed, to Forrestal, to be the logical choice to take on this issue, but most of
its tribal resources in South Vietnam had been transferred to MACYV in mid-
1963. Forrestal understated the problem when he said that “it will be
extremely difficult partially to reverse this transfer; but if I were the President,
I would tell my people to try to get it done.” The Agency promptly vindicated
his pessimism in a cable to the field asserting that cross-border activity ought
to stay with MACV “despite [the] desires of some™ in Washington to return it

o CIAH[ ]

The End of Accc:mmodationD

In May, the rightwing rebels in Vientiane finally backed down; they had
apparently thought that Washington would bow to a brief show of intransi-
gence. But the communists had taken advantage of the chaos in Vientiane to
evict Kong Le from his toehold on the western Plain of Jars. More ominously,
they had at the same time inflicted on Vang Pao his most catastrophic defeat in

. the three years of hostilities. %

Despite the enemy pressure that followed the cratering of Route 7 in August
1963, the Hmong had continued to occupy most of the territory east of Xieng
Khouang town and south of the road. But on the day of the rightist coup in
Vientiane, intelligence was reporting enemy preparations for a major attack .
south from Ban Ban into the Hmong refuge at Phou Nong and Pha Khao. The
assault came a week later, and after two days of seesaw combat, the enemy
seized the western ridge of Phou Nong and began pouring heavy mortar fire
down onto the airstrip and command post.2

The political disarray had distracted the FAR command, and the com-
mander of the FAR regiment at Phou Nong was unable to return in time from a
meeting with Vang Pao and the MR 2 commander at Paksane, Left to their
own devices, the three battalion commanders and the Hmong militia leader
decided to withdraw farther south, The move began in orderly fashion, with
one battalion holding as a rear guard while the others preceded it, this to be

4
H |Emphasis in original. The transfer to MACV of CIA

" counterinsurgency programs in South Vietnam is described in Chapter 3 of the author’s CIA and

Rural Pacification in South Vietnam,

= — ]
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continued in leapfrog fashion until the enemy gave up the pursuit. But the
defenders were impeded by 4,000 panicky refugees and sometimes could not
even return the harassing fire that came from ahcad as well as behind them.
The rocky terrain closed in on_the retreating column, and flank security
became impossible. The leader saw terrified, screaming refugees
surge forward and back on the trail, knocking soldiers off the narrow trail in
their panic while enemy fire picked off military and civilian alike. Before it
was over, some 300 refugees died.”

FOCUS ON THE PANHANDLEl:l

Two days later, the exhausted survivors had managed 11 miles, and
delivered an airdrop of cooked food. At sundown, with the food just distrib-
uted, the enemy again struck in force, this time from the south. In the sudden
chaos,| ‘a]ong with the acting regimental com-
mander, and the team leader later estimated that he had seen another 100 peo-
ple killed. On 5 May, only 1,000 of the 4,000 refugees had arrived at Nam
Keng, almost 30 miles of precipitous mountain trails from Phou Nong. All
told, 900 FAR soldiers and 400 Hmong irregulars joined| land
the senior FAR commander among the missing. And the agony continued: an
enemy probe two days later forced a withdrawal even farther south.2

The enemy encroachments that began in early 1964 and accelerated during
the political chaos of April and May, did achieve one decisive political effect.
Souvanna Phouma, no longer hoping for restraint from the Pathet Lac and
Hanoi, essentially abandoned the idea that neutrality could be achieved or
preserved by accommodation. He did not, of course, formally repudiate the
coalition, something that would have invited Hanoi into the Mekong Valley.
But his newly combative stance prompted Ambassador Unger to make the
unprecedented suggestion in mid-May that T-28 fighter-bombers flown by
American pilots be deployed against the advancing enemy. Souvanna did not
hesitate, and a week later, Air America pilots were bombing and strafing
enemy positions both east and west of the Plain of Jars. From this point on,
Air America helicopters resumed flying troops and ordnance as they had
done before October 1962, 29|:|

On 20 May, Souvanna told Unger that “the only way Laos could be saved
from the communists was by military intervention by the Western Powers.”
Washington responded in terms of the now-conventional formula: convene the

27

28

» Vicntiane Embassy Telegrams 1329 (17 May 1964} and 1411 {24 May 1964), FRUS 1964~
1968, 86-87, passim and 105. Unger rescinded this a few days later; the T-28s were taking too
many hits, But| ind USAF pilots shortly replaced them.| |
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Geneva signatories in hopes of gaining at least a propaganda advantage while
further loosening the restrictions on friendly military and air reconnaissance
activity in Laos. Another review of Indochina military options also got under
way, but the interagency conferees llrmted the agenda to acttons of an essen-
tially demonstrative nature. 3°E

The neutralists and Vang Pao’s forces still had to contend with enemy units
holding Route 7 west of Muong Sout and a section of Route 13 south of the
intersection. Tactical air compensated for the limited offensive potential of the
friendly forces, and Operation TRIANGLE, launched in late July 1964 by
three regiments of FAR and Hmong troops, succeeded where similar earlier
efforts had failed. The conduct of that operation established two precedents
that marked the rest of the war. Combat aircraft flown in close support of
ground forces[

| -were thereafter to counterbalance the superior discipline
and skill of the North Vietnamese infantry. 3 \:l

The Special Guerrilla Unit in the Panhandle| |

We have already seen that, after the April 1964 coup against Souvanna and
the reverses suffered by both Kong Le forces and the Hmong, little remained to
prevent the communists from breaking out.into the Mekong Valley. Whether
they did so depended not on their capacity-——no one questioned it—but on the
scope of their immediate ambition. This applied also in the Panhandle, whete
they were simultaneously exploiting the capture of the Na Kay Plateau with
sharp thrusts at the demoralized FAR units and the almost equally unnerved

3 Vientiane Embassy Telegram 1368, 20 May 1964, and Memorandum from Michael V. Forrestal
(NSC Staff) to Special Assistant for National Security Affairs (Bundy), “Intermediate Actions in
Laos: 3 June 1964, FRUS 1964-1968, 91n and 128-29. Forrestal expected that the consultations
then taking place among five of the Geneva conferees would *not amount to a hill of beans.” Also
see William E. Colby, Memorandum for the Record, “White House Meeting on Southeast Asia,”

-4 June 1964, FRUS [964-1968, 129-31)

il

|

BT

SECRET/MR
192




C05303949

SE(%&ETI/MR

FOCUS ON THE PANHANDLE D

"CIA teams on its periphery. Friendly casualties in this sector had been li gﬁt, but

survival in enemy-dominated territory remained a challenge. Formerly friendly
villagers were keeping the irregulars at arm’s length, out of fear of communist
reprisals, Food was therefore in short supply, especially as post-Geneva restric-
tions required case officer :’to lean on a very weak reed, the Royal
Lao Air Force, for airdrops to beleaguered roadwatch teams.??

The ground rules also restricted l:|personal contact with the teams,
whose isolation contributed to low morale. discovered that two teams
were holed up well away from the roads they were supposed to be watching,
and were either making up their reporting or trying to pass off second- or third-
hand fragments as the product of direct observation. The result was that Head-
quarters chose to call for accclerated expansion—a ‘“‘quantum jump, not grad-
ual growth”—| at a moment when team performance
was suffering and the supply of willing manpower had severely shrunk.*

The military reverses of the previous months and the recent political disar-
ray only aggravated what___|saw as the more fundamental problem:
the people of central Laos, sceing themselves as a merc buffer between more
powerful neighbors and ruled by a government unable either to plan or to act,
had succumbed to “doubt and fear,” and this could not fail to be reflected in
the performance of the|:]teams. At least two of these were clearly
not making a serious effort to make their way back to their native villages and
the nearby intelligence targets. One team leader, clearly influenced by Pathet
Lao propaganda, had radioed for money owed to villagers for rice, saying he
wanited it before the Americans left Laos.?5,

Despite these obstac]es,zresponded on 8 June 1964 with a pro-
posal to form 16 units of 27 men for deployment against communist road traf-
fic from North Vietnam moving south along the foothills of the Annamite
Chain.:acknowledgcd that Headquarters had been urging an intel-
ligence, not a paramilitary, buildup, but thought further proliferation of road- -
watch teams would have them *“tripping over each other” without contributing
much to the intelligence picture.| |

Washington’s consideration of a new ground combat capability in the Pan-
handle coincided with the first loss of a military aircraft in Laos. On 6 June
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1964, a US Navy jet was shot down on an aerial photography mission over
Ban Ban. Air America promptly launched a rescue effort, but Ambassador
Unger, concerned to the point of obsession with Geneva restrictions, canceled
it immediately upon leamning of it. Air attaché Colonel Tyrell spent some four
hours trying to reach Unger to persuade him to authorize its resumption, but
the enemy had already found the pilot when search aircraft arrived; three of
the rescue planes were hit and a crewman wounded as they tried unsuccess-
fully to retrieve him.?? ‘

Defense Secretary McNamara recommended sending eight fighter-bomb-
ers, authorized to return fire, with the next reconnaissance mission. DCI
McCone voiced some doubt about the deterrent value of air reconnaissance;
he thought the communists’ rather spasmodic mode of operation, with aggres-
sive moves followed by pause and withdrawal, a function more of their diffi-
cult logistics. But he saw no positive reason not to endorse the McNamara
recommendation. President Johnson approved it, contingent only on agree-
ment by Souvanna Phouma, who immediately acquiesced, and armed escorts
now began flying with the reconnaissance aircraft, 3

The next day, 7 June 1964, communist antiaircraft artillery downed another
US jet, generating calls for retaliation. But unlike the idea of fighter escort for
reconnaissance flights, a proposal for a demonstrative strike on the Plain of Jars
produced sharp disagreement. At a meeting with President Johnson on 8 June,
McNamara said he thought it impossible to “continue talking tough and acting
weak.” The only alternative to an attack would be “an entirely different course”
involving readiness “to give up Southeast Asia,” Gen. Marshall Carter, repre-
senting the DCI as McCone’s deputy, said he spoke for his boss as well as him-
self in opposing the strike, on the ground that it would merely satisfy the urge
for retaliation without improving the US position in Laos.”‘j’

McNarmara shan_‘ply contradicted this, insisting that McCone had endorsed
the idea at a meeting the day before, just after the second plane went down.
Carter stood his ground, saying that both he and the DCI objected to an action
“out of sequence” that served no “longer range plan.” But he admitted that he

1

[ 1A Headquariers cover note
remarks that Unger had also canceled the search [or the Air America cargo plane that went down
near Tchepone in September 1963.|

3 Summary Record of the 533 Meeting of the National Security Council, 6 June 1964, and
John McCone, Memorandum for the Record, “Meeting of the Executive Cornmittee With the
President,” 6 June 1964, FRUS 1964-1968, 141-44. McCone noted President Johnson's ques-
tioning of “whether we had thought through where we were going; specifically he said: ‘and

_ what comes next?' This question—the most important question raised in the mecting—remained

unanswered.'
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had nothing else to offer to let “Hanoi know that we were serious about our
position in Southeast Asia.” The president acknowledged his own doubts
about the mission but authorized McNamara to go ahead, and navy jets struck
Xieng Khouvang on 9 June.‘“’D

The impulse in Washington to punish the North Vietnamese and inhibit
further communist advance led to quick approval off  |modest new
program in central Laos. Indeed, in its eagerness to help improve the sagging
anticommunist position there, Headquarters entertained hopes for the new
effort that, in a less heated atmosphere, it might have thought illusory. As a
result, the authorizing cable set two new goals. The first entailed conversion
of the roadwatch intelligence effort from its documentation of communist
cease-fire violations to real-time reporting—for tactical exploitation by air
and ground elements—of observed enemy locations and movement. The sec-
ond, even more ambitious, envisioned creating a “mobile reserve, to improve
security for the civilian population living in areas of operations and thus to
restore a base of support for both intelligence and paramilitary work in the
Corridor.¥

Sad already disavowed any such grandiose aims, stipulating that
its suggested SGU formations might be “nothing but a pin-prick” to the Viet-

namese. units, furthermore, were operating “behind enemy lines
in small groups and unobtrusively”; what would a mobile reserve support? As
for the Kha, “we have already armed all we think we can trust."“zl:\

Blaufarb | thought it better to beef up
the LSGUS with| breserving the
mobility of the small unit while increasing its striking power.

¥ Bromley Smith, Mcmorandum of Conference With President Johnson, "SOUTHEAST
ASIA,” 8 June 1964, FRUS [964-1968, 152-60. Air America rescued the pilot of the second
downed jet after a Caribou pilot spotted his flare and suramoned an H-34 helicopter, whose pilot
jettisoned fuel and equipment and settled the belly of the craft onto the treetops trying to get the
rescue cable Lo the man on the ground. Loss of power followed by engine overspeed nearly
caused a crash, after which a second helicopter guided the downed pilot to a spot where a land-
ing could be made.[ |

|
Folder 9] | -

“0 Thid. Senator Mike Mansfield (D-MT) amplified the Carter argument and the president’s doubts
in a letter to Johnson on the 9%, “If it is not in the national interest to become deeply involved in a
military sense on the Laotian front, we will avoid those actions [e.g., reconnaissance flights and
retaljatory strikes after losses] which can impel us, even against our inclination or expectation, to

become more deeply involved.” (Emphasis in original.) (FRUS [964-1968, 165-66.)
a1

a2 J
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“Wapi”: Village Defense in the Lower Mekong Valleyl:}'

The “mobile reserve” concept would have its day in the Panhandle, but not
for another two years. Meanwhile, the next move to secure southern Laos was
borrowed from the CIA’s village defense programs in South Vietnam. Its
impetus came from developments in June 1964 in Military Region 2, where,
encouraged by a newly militant Souvanna Phouma, the FAR command won
US agreement to a major ground operation. Designed to prevent the commu-
nists from exploiting their control of the Plain of Jars, the operation would
secure bath Kong Le’s new command post at Muong Soui and the roads lead-
ing from there to Luang Prabang and Vientiane. Forces on the scene were
inadequate, and General Phoumi intended to commit the 1,800 men of
Groupement Mobile 16 from Attopeu, in the far south. This redeployment
would leave Military Region 4 without its best regiment and weaken the secu-
rity of an area that extended from the Cambodian border north across the
Bolovens Plateau and west to the Mekong.“":

This prospect focused renewed American attention on security in the
Mekong " Valley. A year earlier, as we have seen, the US Mission had
responded to NSAM 249 by joining the Vientiane government in a program of
defended villages (“clusters™) similar to the so-called strategic hamlet in
South Vietnam. The Laotian version was called Mu Ban Samaki, for which
CIA was to support the “covert or semi-covert” aspects, including weapons,
radios, and militia pay, while USOM designed and funded the economic and
social programs. The country team wanted a massive effort to secure the entire

. valley, but Washington mandated a more cautious approach. A scaled-back

version had been launched in the fall of 1963, with six pilot projects scattered
from Sayaboury to Attopeu. s D

il

4 State Telegram 1270 to Vientiane, 29 June 1964, FRUS {964-1968, 219-20. The regiment was
moved, but the operation proceeded in the desultory fashion characteristic of the FAR. “Severely
limited” US air support—"the desire was to avoid political problems for the United States in the
event of a serious failure of the operation”—was another impediment, but the roads were eventu-
ally cleared. :

45L
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Working with Laotian officials at the provincial level, the embassy tried to
make Ban Keng Kok, in the Panhandle just east of Savannakhet, the show-
piece. Like most of the others, however, it fell victim to fragmented American
management. Ambassador Unger insisted on running it through a subcommit-
tee of the country team in Vientiane, and the incoherent, ill-coordinated activ-
ity that followed '1mpeded| ' Iin his efforts
to help assure Ban Keng Kok’s security.“ﬁu

FOCUS ON THE PANHANDLE| |

Of the six sites under development in December 1963 only one, at Houei
Kong on the southeastern Bolovens, was prospering in mid-1964. Not by
coincidence, it had unitary management, in the person of |:|and a
security-force-in-being. This unit was manned by the 400 Kha of the Nja
Hune tribe who had been salvaged from the US Special Forces program begun
in 1962, and their presence made Houei Kong the only nexus between ihe
embassy’s Mu Ban Samaki and the CIA’s paramilitary effort in Laos. 4

’:}had exploited his open, straightforward style and long residence in
Pakse to ingratiate himself with the local potentate, Prince Boun Oum, heir to
the throne of the defunct petty kingdom of Champassak.l:lthen used his
influence to instigate Boun Oum’s removal of the obstructionist Gen. Kot
Venevengsos and his replacement as MR 4 commander by the energctlc and
cooperative Gen, Phasouk Somly.*?

Iso enjoyed the trust of Charles Mann, USOM chief in Laos, and
the good will of the USOM representative in Pakse. The result was de facto
CIA management of the Houei Kong cluster, and an opportunity to attract
uncommitted villagers with the first set of fully integrated security, intelli-
gence, economic, and social programs in the Laotian countryside.”[j

i

C |

i

4R
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When the security of southern Laos attracted policy-level US attention in
mid-1964, much of the countryside there was still a political and military no-
man’s land, dominated by neither the Vientiane government nor the Pathet
Lao. A similar vacuum prevailed elsewhere, but the station was no longer pro-
moting the expansion of Mu Buan Samaki to cover the entire Mekong Valley.
Implicitly acknowledging that some of these projects had failed, it concluded
that continuing to arm isolated and vulnerable village militias would only
“result in giving arms to [the] Pathet Lao.”0

Chapter Nine

|:|Blaufarb therefore proposed that the CIA response to administration
pressure for more rural consolidation be confined largely to MR 4. The for-
mula already succeeding with the Kha at Houei Kong on the plateau could
also be applied under] ~|direction in the Lao-populated lowlands.
There, it would expand outward from a central and secure point.*’ D

There was some jurisdictional resistance. Liberal about Houei Kong, Charles
Mann was less eager to see the Agency run a second and larger rural develop-
ment project. But Ambassador Unger, probably now persuaded of the weak-
nesses of management by committee, agreed to the experiment, Headquarters
authorized an Agency contribution of $600,000 for a program beginning at La
Phone Kheng, 60 miles north of Pakse, in Wapikhamthong Province.”\:l

l:Llater described his initial agenda:

Under the umbrella of Lao Army elements able to provide conven-
tional security, the Wapi Project combined a broad socio-economic
program—schools, dispensaries, roads, wells—with a security pro-
gram that included the training of self-defense forces and the estab-
lishment of an early-warning intelligence system with an immediate
reporting capability. '

The warning system, using HT-1 portable voice radios, reported into a base
station on a mountain overlooking Pakse. who replacedl:’
|:|there in 1965, took it as a tribute to the program’s worth that, when the
communists staged one of their rare attacks in the Pakse area, they chose to hit

50

Blaufarb and interviews. Theljrregulars could also be seen as contributing to
village security, and Headquarters harbored some hope at this point for a defended village pro- .
gram also in the northern Panhandle .

st |
52
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the base station. They killed the unprepared operators and temporarily put it
off the air.3 D :

FOCUS ON THE PANHANDLED

The cssential difference between the “Wapi Project” and the original Mu
Ban Samaki lay in Wapi's explicit link between government largesse and a
demand for villager identification with the government. The delivery of social
and economic benefits was accompanied by a call to bear arms in defense of
the community, to provide intelligence on the communists, and to deny the
enemy all material aid. In this respect, Wapi resembled—indeed, consciously
imitated—the purposes and techniques of earlier CIA work among tribal
minorities in South Vietnam. These had always aimed at winning the partici-
pation of previously uncommitted villagers in their own defense against the
communists.3

At first, the requirement to join a village militia looked like a disabling
impediment, for the ethnic Lao were on the whole no more anxious than their
tribal compatriots to join the army. Phasouk persuaded them that part-time ser-
vice protecting their own homes made sense and promised that no more would
be asked of them. As long as that promise was kept, recruiting posed no prob-

lem.”m

General Phasouk’s involvement demonstrated an imperative that was then
becoming clear also to:kZIA colleagues engaged in rural pacification
in South Vietnam: however indispensable the American contribution, every-
thing depended on the quality of local leadership. Headquarters judged that, in
southern Laos, “Phasouk’s dominant position . . . along with his active partici-
pation and complete acceptance of responsibility for the program, was the real
key to its success.”%[ |

Success depended also, of course, on the level of resistance to it mounted
by the Pathet Lao. Although about half of the 60,000 people—both Lao and
minority—in the target area were thought to favor the Pathet Lao, there were
only about 300 armed insurgents in the entire province. And among the village
leaders brought in for instruction in new programs like agricultural coopera-
tives, even those thought to be in sympathy with the communists responded
with apparent enthusiasm. The outcome was an almost permissive reaction

33

See also interview; Report by the Chief of the Far East Division Colby to the DCI Helms,
16 August 1966, FRUS [964-1968, 484-85.

5 For the programs in South. Vietnam, see the auther's The CIA and Rural Pacification in South
Vietnam

55
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from the Pathet Lao, and Phasouk’s men quickly consolidated the govern-
ment’s control of the first three targeted districts,

In April 1965, the ambassador approved an expansion designed to bring
another 120,000 people into active cooperation with the government and to
eliminate the communists from the Se Done Valley. The Pathet Lao had long
predominated in the region, which was home to Sithone Khommadam, a Kha
of the Loven tribe and vice chairman of the Neo Lao Hak Sat, the Laotian
communist party. But the insurgency had done little to mobilize popular sup-
port among either Kha or Lao villagers, relying more on coercion, and they
responded much like the people around La Phone Kheng.5§___ |

This commitment to the government reflected popular confidence in Pha-
souk’s ability to ensure physical security. For he was doing what few of his
peers elsewhere even attempted, getting his regular and territorial troops to
attack the larger formations that effective village defenses forced the enemy to
deploy. One factor in this was the organizational refinement that put village
defense units and FAR reaction forces under the same local command, partly
to improve coordination but more importantly to stimulate active and willing
FAR involvement in the civic action aspects of the program.s9 |

In a typical action, FAR troops ambushed a Pathet Lao unit in the wilds
south of the road to Saravane, killing eight of the enemy and capturing two
weapons. Phasouk gave much of the credit to CIA logistical support to his
troops; this had been supplied under the Headquarters mandate, mentioned
above, to supplement where necessary the regular aid programs of other US
agencies. i} in turn, cited the aggressive, confident propaganda being
disseminated through FAR to Pathet Lao sympathizers; it seemed to energize
the troops at least as much as it influenced the adversary.

As of June 1966, part-time militias were defending an area of 2,100 square
miles and the population of 120,000 projected in earlier planning. The result

was a level of tranquility in the Se Done sector such that|7

thought nothing of loading his family in the car and driving from Pakse to
Saravane, using the road restored under project auspices. But the encmy had
still not responded, and the project’s durability remained hard to gauge. Like

57

]

Regarding communist nomenclature; The author follows the practice of US and Vientiane offi-
cials, all of whom referred to the Laotian communists as Pathet Lao, rather than by the official
party designation, '

ﬂ |
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Carlon, Headquarters relied on anecdotal indications, such as increasing
Pathet Lao defectors and an influx of refugees from communist-dominated
territory to the east.""\j

L’Armée Clandesting |

American recognition of the superiority of the North Vietnamese Army
over Vientiane's ground forces was accompanied by continual, if usually sub-
limated, anxiety about Chinese intervention through the Yunnan salient into
northwestern Laos. The Pathet Lao had exercised de facto control over Phong
Saly, one of the two provinces there, since the 1950s. But both there and in
Nam Tha, they displayed little energy and exerted even less popular appeal,
especially among the numerous hill tribes. For several years, the Agency had
engaged in desultory efforts to enlist various of these tribes into intelligence
and staybehind guerrilla units; as we have seen, the main instrument of these
efforts after 1962 was Yao leader Chao Mai,®

When the Geneva Agreements came into force in October 1962, a force of
about 1,000 CIA-supported Yao tribesmen was scattered over the mountains
of Nam Tha Province. Supplied by boat and mule train|
|on the scene, Chao Mai’s
guerrillas played a minor role. Nevertheless, the collapse of the Geneva
Agreements, beginning in 1963, stimulated some additional support aimed at
preempting population and territory in the northwest. By mid-1964 the CIA-
supported guerrillas in the northwest numbered some 4,400 men—half of
them stilt armed only with the local muzzle-loading rifle—drawn from a vari-
ety of tribes.%

In the wake of FAR and Hmong reverses in early 1964, the northwest began
to get more attention. A battalion or more of communist Chinese troops and
an equivalent force of North Vietnamese arrived at Muong Sing in Nam Tha
in April. News of these reinforcements intensified the perennial worry about
Chinese intentions and led Ambassador Unger to approve 300 weapons to arm
new intelligence teams targeted at Yunnan Province in southern China. These
were 10 _be run by the station in the quasi-unilateral manner typical of the
Hmong[ units, that is, with communications and tactical

e|| L
L ‘ -
Also see \:Jinterview. Erecai]cd that Phasouk, when he found out about the trip,
thought it a little oo adventurous, especially as the family had returned to Pakse from Saravane
south across the Bolovens Plaleau.l—E|
62 |
61 l
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direction in CIA hands and FAR authority purely nominal. Several additional
teams, directly under Chao Mai and his brother Chao La, were to lack even
this pro forma connection to the FAR command. ¢ D

Chapter Nine

At best, the new activity would achieve only partial coverage of the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army in southern Yunnan, and the need for intelligence
finally overcame longstanding inhibitions about any US identification with
the Nationalist remnants on the southern border. Headquarters now overcame
the traditional concerns about provoking the communist Chinese; dismissing
them as “hoary problems involving Chinat irregulars.” Instead, it now pro-
_posed to use Chinese “retreads”’—presumably former Nationalist soldiers—to
supplement the other efforts.“I:T

At this point,|:|the missionaries’ son, was still in charge of the
indigenous guerrillas in Nam Tha. Not a permanent Agency employee, he
lacked any relevant professional experience other than training with the 820
Airborne Division. What he did offer was the language and arca knowledge

~conferred by his boyhood in highland villages in Burma and Thailand. His
independent streak precluded using him as a mere interpreter, and Bill Lair

sent a series of young 0fﬁcers—| ’was the ﬁrst—to|j‘j_l

| lto exert some restraint, if only by exhortation and example.%

“

One puzzle that this intelligence effort hoped to solve was Beijing's construction of an all-weather
road from Meng La, in southern Yunnan, into Nam Tha Province. Begun about 1962, it evcntually
reached Pak Beng, on the Mekong above Luang Prabang. But its purposes remained obscure.
Throughout the conflict, it carricd no troops ar materiel into the combal zone. At a meeting in the
mid-1970s, Zhou En-lai left Henry Kissinger with the impression that, from the beginning, it had

been intended to deny Hanoi unchallenged influence in the Mekong Valley.
65

No records have been found describing any action on this proposal, whose significance lies in
Washington’s growing willingness to entertain operational proposals that only a little carlicr
would have been rejected as dangcrously provocative

w  |BillLair[ |
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|

The Chinese (both Nationalist and communist), the North Vietnamese, the
Pathet Lao, the Thai, the CIA and its assorted irregulars, and the FAR com-
mand with its farrago of regular and irregular formations combined to make
northwest Laos a political, ethnic, and military stew that defied management
or even description. Chao Mai's Yao irregnlars constituted only one element
of the CIA-supported guerrilla and intelligence program; there were Hmong
as well, and Chao Mai and Vang Pao clashed over command of Hmong units
in Nam Tha. FAR Commander in Chief Gen. Ouane Rathikoun complicated
matters further when, in September 1964, he approached Bill Lair asking for
support for the 13 companies of his Armée Clandestine, the remnant of a tribal
guerrilla force created by the French Expeditionary Force in the 1950s. Now,
having been isolated in scattered pockets since the fall of Nam Tha and Nam

" Bac in 1962, these units were in parlous condition, % D

They had little military significance, but‘jwanted ‘to indulge
Ouane, partly as a device to secure his approval of a project closer to Ameri-
can and Thai hearts. This involved a multiethnic program of defended villages
along the Thai border west of Luang Prabang, and originated with USOM as
an element of the village defense effort mandated by Washington in mid-1963.

With project headquarters at Xieng Lom, located south of the Mekong where
the river bends east toward Luang Prabang, the village defense program
became, at least nominally, a part of the Armée Clandestine.®

Subject to the weaknesses of all such organizational hybrids, the activity
prospered as long as it was run by Quane’s representative in the northwest.
This was Prince Siboravong, a French-educated member of the Laotian nobil-
ity, a FAR colonel, and a leader of unusual dedication, ability, and courage.
His wide acquaintanceship among local leaders, down even to the village
level, let him identify potential communist defectors, and during one opera-
tion in Sayaboury he brought more than 300 armed Hmong Pathet Lao to the
government side.™

# Bill Lair] |
- |

L-‘-lrmée Clan-
destine as a term for these guerrillas was first used by General Phoumi in late 1961. Then, as later,
it represented no functioning tactical organization. j

—— 1
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Headquarters of MR |
irregulars at Nam Yu, «

1966

Siboravong died in the helicopter crash in August 1965 that also killed his

CIA adviser, _____- and the RTA team leader. |
~|to represent nt CIA in the northwest, at the jomt‘ Laotlau CIA
headquarlers recently moved from Xieng Lom to Nam Yu. jprofes-

sional skills could not compensate for the leadership vacuum created by Sibo-
ravong’s death, which was followed by corruption and reduced military
effectiveness. Fortunately for the political and military balance in the north-
west, the communists did not fully exploit their advantage. A subsidiary sector
for both sides, it continued for the rest of the war to see inconclusive skirmish-
ing and sporadic efforts by the adversaries to enlist the support of the multi-
ethnic civilian population.”

‘ had had more than one reason to accommodate General Ouane’s
request for help for the so-called Armée Clandestine. In addition to securing
cooperation in the village defense program, it wanted to blunt the general’s
capacity for mischiefmaking with the prime minister. In early June 1964, just
after Souvanna had denounced North Vietnamese aggression and asked for
more tactical air support, his chronic mistrust of the United States and of the
Hmong flared up in a confrontation with Ambassador Unger. Souvanna com-
plained that the Hmong were defying direction by the FAR command, and[ |

'saw in this the ambitious hand of General Ouane, and perhaps also of
the French—ever-jealous of their fading influence in Indochina—and Vang
Pao’s clan rival Touby Lyfoung.”?

n

7
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Feeding Souvanna’s anxieties was
his ignorance of just what was going
on. No one on the US side, and prob-
ably no one on the Laotian side either,
had ever given him a detailed account
of the CIA paramilitary programs
employing the always-suspect tribal
peoples in the mountains. Successive
ambassadors and| lhad
told him as little as possible, fearing
that his chronic urge to accommodate
his half-brother, Prince Souphanou-
vong, would lead him to reveal their
details to the Pathet Lao or to demand
that the programs be turned over to
FAR or abolished. As defense minis-
ter, Phoumi was much better
informed, but, in[ — }view,
he would also have kept the prime
minister in the dark about the CIA’s
role in order to claim the credit when
tribal elements mounted a successful

operation."l:l

Maneuvering by the embassy, |:and Vang Pao made the
away, for the moment, but Souvanna raised it again in November.

ET//MR
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issue go

State acquiesced, and sent Bill Lair, armed with the promise of aid,

to get Ouane to assure Souvanna that the FAR comm
the Hmong irregulars or the mode of their support. *

and had no probiem with

—

The French, eager (o reconvene the full 14-nation Geneva Conference on Laos, continued maneu-
vering to frustrate American efforts to consolidate Souvanna's position. In September, they were
applying “massive pressure” on Souvanna to accept both the conference and a Pathet Lao pro-
posal to count dissident, procommunist neutralists as part of Kong Le’s forces. The desired out-
‘come, presumably, was enhanced French influence over a Laotian government less committed to
the vigorously anticommuist posture of the United States. (Department of State memorandum,
“Laos Situation,” 18 September 1964, FRUS [964-1968,271-73.)

7
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Vang Pao in dress uniform, probably ¢

SEC

1970

T//MR

Ambassador Unger left in Novem-
ber, persuaded that Souvanna was
entirely mollified. Douglas Bla-
ufarb was not so sure. He anticipated
that, within another year, CIA might
be directing a force of some 40,000
mostly full-time soldiers and sup-
porting a population of “several hun-
dred thousands.” Not only could this
not be concealed, its scale would
invite criticism of massive interfer-
ence in internal Laotian affairs “with-
out so much as advising [Souvanna)
of what we are doing.” Blaufarb
didn’t think the secretive approach
would work much longer, but before
opening up to the prime minister, he
wanted the views of the ambassador-
designate William Su]livan.?-‘l |

The program’s rising profile would
indeed become a problem, though in
the United States and not with Sou-
vanna. Meanwhile, the prime minister
vindicated Unger’'s optimism when,
after earlier declining a Vang Pao invi-
tation, he visited the Hmong civilian
center at Sam Thong on 7 January
1965. He stayed ovemnight and
endorsed his host in a public address
full of praise for the general’s achieve-
ments and his wisdom. A month later,
Brig. Gen. Vang Pao became com-
mander of Military Region 2. This
new comity did not bring an end to
ethnic antagonisms in Laos, but it did
permit the war effort to be pursued, on
the Laotian side, with perceptibly
greater unity of purpose.”
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Greater unity was fostered also by the failure of yet another military coup in
Vientiane. As much the product of rivalries inside FAR as of the military’s
opposition to Souvanna, it resulted in Phoumi’s exile to Thailand in February
1965. With a tripartite government still in nominal existence, the anticommu-
nist factions in it now enjoyed an unprecedented, if fragile, unity. The result
was a more nearly harmonious atmosphere—among the Lao and between
them and the Americans—in which to prosecute the war.”D

76 |
Mutual distrust flared up again in August 1965, after Vang Pao had repeatedly refused to visit
Vientiane for fear of arrest by one of Phoumi's longtime antagonists, After frantic US

intervention with Souvanna, the tension dissolved in late September when he visited Long Tieng
and Sam Thong,

)

|

7 Memorandum from Special Assistant for National Security Affairs (Bundy) to President
Johnson, “News of the Day,” 31 January 19635, FRUS 1964-1968, 325-28. The coup had the comic
opera aspect so typical of political convulsions in Laos. Ambassador Sullivan became an active
player, having in Bumly's words “blocked this coup by getting a tipsy Australian technician to cut
some wires” serving the radio station intended by the rebels to broadcast their coup
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The near-collapse of the Saigon government led, in March 1965, to the
deployment of US Marines in South Vietnam. By midyear, the marines and
the US Army were conducting offensive ground operations. The commitment
of both ground and air combat forces in Vietnam changed Washington’s per-
ception of the role of the irreguiars-in Laos. No longer confined to resisting
communist encroachments that violated the Geneva Agreements, they were
now to reduce the pressure in South Vietnam with a challenge to Hanoi’s con-
trol of northeastern Laos

The bombing halt in North Vietnam that followed the January 1968 Tet
offensive and President Johnson's decision to negotiate with Hanoi resulted in
further escalation in Laos. Not at issue in the Paris talks, government forces in
Laos now received new levels of US tactical air support. With its help, in

1969, Vang Pao scored his biggest tactical victory,

| |

The North Vietnamese accepted the challenge and moved to take Vang

Pao’s redoubt at Long Tieng,

J

Vang Pao’s strategic aim was defensive: to protect the Hmong popula-
tion concentrated west and south of the Plain of Jars. E
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In mid-1964, the Laotian government’s forces held the numerical advan-
tage, with some 50,000 FAR regulars and 23,000 CIA-supported irregulars
facing perhaps 11,000 NVA troops and about 20,000 Pathet Lao. Vientiane’s
military also enjoyed air support, both tactical and logistical, something
denied to the communist forces. But the superior quality of the Vietnamese
infantry, and Hanoi’s capacity to commit reinforcements in overwhelming
numbers whenever it wished, meant that nothing better than a stalemate was
to be expected.!

An Impulse To Take the War to the Enemy|:|

Washington’s desire to curb North Vietnamese use of Laotian territory had
always conflicted with its aversion to any course of action that might draw
American forces into ground combat there. But the strategically inferior posi-
tion of the anticommunist side in Laos contributed to a chronic itch to find tac-
tical ploys that might blunt Hanoi’s advantage. One of these, the recruitment
of tribesmen from the North Vietnamese side of the border to operate in the
highlands there, preceded Souvanna Phouma’s epiphany of May 1964D

Even before the prime minister finally acknowledged Hanoi as an implaca-
ble enemy, Ambassador Unger had approved giving small arms to 200 “able-
bodied Meo refugees” from North Vietnam. Organized and dispatched to their
native villages in three groups, they would set up roadwatch observation
points while keeping the “spirit of resistance alive among [the] people” in vil-
lages near Route 7. But Unger acknowledged the inherent risk when he
decreed that all this must be accomplished in surreptitious fashion: the irregu-
lars should engage in “no overt action which might trigger retaliation.”z\—_&’

|
H [Memorandum from Chester L. Cooper of the NSC Staff to
Presidcnlgc_]hnson, “Developments With Respect to Laos,” 22 January 1965, FRUS 1964-1968,
318-20.

| ‘ |
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In June 1964, as Hanoi readied the Ho Chi Minh Trail for a massively
expanded infiltration of the South, policymakers demanded new initiatives
from both CIA and the US military. In this climate, Headquarters began to see
some paramilitary potential in the Hmong refugees from North Vietnam. Their
mountain villages now began to look like potential staging points from which
to launch ethnic Vietnamese intelligence agents into the lowlands of the
North.3D

On 7 July, Assistant Secretary of State William Bundy—-brother of national
security assistant McGeorge Bundy—approved a CIA program “in DRV tribal
areas” that included setting up base camps and roadwatch positions, and
establishing “safe areas for further activities if and when directed.” The CIA
cable to announcing Bundy’s authorization acknowledged continu-
ing tension with the US military over control of cross-border operations. It
also asserted the Agency’s continuing determination to remain in charge of
activity with tribal elements along the border, arguing that “CIA can best cre-
ate [a] tribal resistance program™ capable of surviving if subsequent policy
changes *'should necessitate drastic curtailment of US Government support.”4

l:|pointed out that some of what Washington was now authorizing
had been under way for two months. Hmong patrols were already observing
Route 7 inside North Vietnam and scouting out base camps and sites for “care-
fully conceived harassment” of traffic on the road. Operations could begin as
soon as demolitions material was delivered via the overland supply route then
being established.*

| \insisted that harassing Route 7 and instigating a tribal
resistance movement on North Vietnamese soil were two different matters.
Blaufarb thought that a resistance would meet a quick and bloody end, and he
begged Headquarters to make “no reference to [this] resistance concept in dis-
cussion with other agencies.” Gordon Jorgensen, now Peer de Silva's deputy
in Saigon, weighed in with a cautionary word about bowing to MACV pres-
sure for a tribal area of its own: separate lines of command to different tribes
would inevitably set them against each other and prevent their uniting against
the common enemy. To avoid this, all US support must be delivered through
Vang Pao, and CIA must be the sole channel of that support.6|:|

; E—

4] [

The DRV is the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. i.e.. North Vietnam] |

5
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Blaufarb added new objections in a late July cable that implied—not quite
accurately—that only MACV had expressed an interest in a resistance pro-
gram. But the logic of I:Jobjection applied to any such proposal. Tt
seemed to Blaufarb that proponents of a resistance were being “carried away
by visions derived from [World War II] experience and [were] thinking of
raising up the tribal populations to overthrow the communist regime . . . such
an approach would inevitably end in disaster unless [the] United States were
serious about seeking a complete victory over [North Vietnam].” But Ameri-
can aims were, in fact, more limited: to increase the cost to Hanoi of its effort
to take over South Vietnam. Accordingly, “the use of tribal populations who
have to live indefinitely under communist rule to accomplish such limited
objectives involves a contradiction which we have to acknowledge from the

beginning.”’[:]

The contradiction could not be resolved, Blaufarb believed, but only man-
aged. Villagers armed by CIA had to be “protected against the inevitable retal-
iation of the regime. In practical terms, this means . . , refuge in a safe area, of
which there is only one available, i.c., the Meo area of Laos.”
assumed that the United States would shrink from offering refuge to large

IN THE SHADOW OF WETNAMD

. numbers of pcople, and this implied an obligation to be “highly selective and

restrained in the number of people we arm and the tasks we assign them.”sl:J

pursued the cautious approach dictated by this analysis until
early December 1964, when Headquarters suggested accelerated recruitment
of tribal elements in North Vietnam. Vang Pao was pressuring his CIA con-
tacts for the same thing, for he had long wanted to extend his protection to the
Hmong around his home area of Nong Het, hard by the Vietnamese border.
But Blaufarb was not persuaded. He pointed out to Headquarters the need first
to consolidate the Laotian side of the border, an essential step if air resupply of
cross-border elements was to be avoided.9|:|

It seems unlikely that Hanoi would have seen a material difference between
intelligence and harassment, on the one hand, and tribal resistance, on the
other, on North Vietnamese soil. In any case, valid or not, Blaufarb’s concept
risked being swept aside by the imperative to hamper and deter communist
infiltration of South Vietnam, which now faced military and political collapse.
In December 1964, US combat aircraft began bombing infiltration routes in
the Laotian Panhandle, and early in 1965 President Johnson was pressing for a
maximum effort to shut off infiltration into South Vietnam through Laos. By

Ij | |
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March, the administration had despaired of holding the line in South Vietnam
without deploying American combat units, and US Marines landed near Da
Nang to protect the US airbase there. '0\:|

“Pinpoint” vs. “Middle Course”

In this atmosphere, noj was likely to temper Washing-
ton’s new enthusiasm for cross-border operations, either by CIA into the DRV
or by MACYV into Laos. As it happened, however, Douglas Blaufarb acquired
an able and forceful ally in the person of William Sullivan, a career Foreign
Service officer who replaced Leonard Unger as ambassador to Laos at the end
of 1964. In the opinion of I:] officers like Doug Blaufarb and

Sullivan quickly came to understand the limitations of tribal irreg-
ulars. This understanding drove his opposition both to the resistance concept
and to the MACYV drive for a larger role, using South Vietnamese tribesmen in

Other factors influenced Sullivan’s assertion of Vientiane’s primacy, one
being the evident pleasure that a former junior naval officer found in running
his own war. But the new ambassador had other, more substantive, reasons for
a conservative approach to any military initiatives—certainly including bomb-
ing missions by US aircraft-—on Laotian soil. One of these was the imperative
to retain Souvanna Phouma’s support for direct US military action against the
communists in Laos. Sullivan argued that using Laos to foment rebellion in
North Vietnam or turning the eastern Panhandle into a free-fire zone would
jeopardize the prime ministér’s continued support for unacknowledged US
attacks on communist forces and installations. Unless the United States was
prepared to jettison Souvanna for a fractious, incompetent military junta, this
had to be avoided. IZD

Another danger arose from the prospect of a reconvened Geneva Confer-
ence. Sullivan pointed out that the communists, fully aware of surreptitious
and technically illegal US activities in Laos, would use a conference for a pro-
paganda assault upon them, That they all responded to communist cease-fire
violations would not prevent their nearly certain suspension under a barrage of

publicity. '3:’ (

lOl

J

Also see State Telegram 809 to Vientiane, 20 March 1965, FRUS 19641968, 352-53. (U)
1" Blaufarb and interviews,

12 Bill Lair; Blaufarb interview; Vientiane Embassy Telegram 1511, 22 March 1965, FRUS 1964-
1968, 354-56.

13 Vientiane Embassy Telegram 982, 13 May 1965, FRUS 19641968, 365——66.D
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MACY, less attuned to the politics of the matter, persisted in trying to find a
role for its Special Operations Group (SOG), staffed by the US Special Forces
and still supporting the tribal irregulars taken over from CIA in 1963. In April
1963, it proposed a foray into the southern Panhandle that struck Sullivan as
an “old [Special Forces] ghost pulling my leg,” an allusion to the US Special
Forces’ unsuccessful arming of tribesmen in that area in 1962. Sullivan con-
sidered it “far-fetched to think of storming the Ho Chi Minh Trial with a bare
bottomed bunch of these boys.” But the military persisted in trying to carve
out a proprietary slice of the Laotian pie. In September, CINCPAC outraged
Doug Blaufarb with a proposed operation into “the Laos Panhandle south of
the area under [CIA] influence,” that is, into the Xha area of operations.

thought Honolulu needed to be disabused of the notion that the area

below the sector was “some kind of a void,” and he suggested a
briefing for the commander and his staff, ‘4|:\

Sullivan’s casually contemptuous description of MACV’s tribal irregulars
concealed a lively sense of responsibility for the survival of primitive peoples
drawn into the war as American surrogates. And it was not only the US mili-
tary that Sullivan thought too ready to lead such allies into danger. On 18 May,
he wrote to Bill Bundy explaining his opposition to CIA's proposed recruiting
of Hmong irregulars in the DRV. It was, in part, a matter of policy: To create
“the seeds of an internal resistance” on North Vietnamese soil conflicted with
Sullivan’s understanding that Washington wanted to dssure Hanoi that its own
territorial integrity would be guaranteed under a peace agreement. But the fate
of the Hmong had also to be considered, for “it would be immensely cruel and
counterproductive 1o develop such a movement and then bargain it away as
part of a political counter."‘SD

Sullivan had that very day approved expanding the irregular forces “up to
and across [the] DRV border,” as the station understood him, north of Sam
Neua and southwest of Dien Bien Phu. Headquarters interpreted this as leay-

1 Vientiane Embassy Telegram 1726, 23 April 1965, FRUS 1964-1968, 360-61, Sullivan also
noted, as‘:had periodically done, that interdiction of the Ho Chi Minh Trail was not a
task for tribal irregulars and that even modest harassment operations risked the *“end [of] our intel-
ligence coverage.” Sullivan went on to state his modest expectations of such operations from
South Vietnam into Laos: “A little intelligence scouting, with luck a little sabotage, and maybe
even a little interception™ of traffic on the trail. Three years later, he was still resisting MACV
proposals for ground operations into the Corridor. (Vientiane Embassy Telegram 11150, 31
December 1968, FRUS 1964-1968, 788.)]_|
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ing open the prospect of a “middle course,” one which avoided *“premature
creation of armed uprising” while developing a “sympathetic following” to be
used for intelligence and propaganda purposes. Meanwhile, the tribal people
in border areas of the DRV would be offered the “hope of an alternative to
Vietnamese communist control.” 1

Doug Blaufarb pursued the issue and reported that Sullivan would have
nothing to do with a “middle course” program that involved “the arming of
populations . , . or any moral commitment to population groups.” Headquar-
ters refused to give up, and when the ambassador visited- Washington in July,
Bili Colby and Des FitzGerald pressed for a more liberal approach to recruit-
ing in North Vietnam. Sullivan argued that “it would be immoral to encous-
age 'resistance’ of any size in the DRV if we were not willing to follow it up
and support it.” Colby interpreted this as posing an obstacle to exploiting
Hmong potential on the Route 7 axis east of the border; he worried that even
intelligence operations would suffer “if we were not able to develop at least a
popular base of opinion [sic] and some armament to protect the teams.” Sulli-
van disagreed, and insisted that provocation be minimized by limiting opera-
tions in that area to intelligence collection by small teams operating
surreptitiously. 7

Conflicting Equities :I

However compelling, the ambassador’s argument did not end the discus-
sion. The arrival of marine units at Da Nang had been immediately followed
by the commitment of thousands of US Army troops into South Vietnam. At
the same time, the program of US airstrikes on the Ho Chi Minh trail begun in
1964 under the code name BARREL ROLL was having only modest success
in stemming the flow of North Vietnamese troops and materiel into the

south. ”‘l:l

To US military commanders, it was simply intolerable to allow Hanoi a
quasi-sanctuary through which to supply the forces now engaged in bloody
combat with American as well as South Vietnamese units. MACV commander
William Westmoreland and his nominal superior, Adm. U.S. Grant Sharp in

|ﬂ
[

7] ~ | William E. Colby,
Memorandum of Conversation, “Meceting with Ambassador . . . Sullivan, 23 July 1965,” FRUS
1964-1968, 378--79. Sullivan’s tentative approval of the Sam Neua cffort, given 27 April, speci-
fied that he expected it to remain small, based on irregular unils “in their current position.”
I8 Special National Intelligence Estimate, Short-Term Prospects for Laos, 5 Auvgust 1965, FRUS
1964-1968, 380—84D

SECRET/MR
216




C05303949

SECKET//MR

IN THE SHADOW OF VIETNAMD

Honolulu, accepted that political considerations—especially Souvanna
Phouma’s sensitivity about Laotian neutrality—ruled out deploying US regi-
ments or divisions. And they presumably shared the belief, expressed in the
SNIE of August 1965, that any major Laotian action against the Ho Chi Minh

" Trail or DRV borders “would be refulch with great damage and a severe set-

back to general military morale.”'?

The answers, for the military, were to be found in more harassment opera-
tions and in better use of tactical air. Guerrillas would contribute to both, iden-
tifying targets for air attack and themselves helping inhibit enemy use of the
trail system. Sullivan bowed to the imperative of action against the Ho Chi
Minh Trail when.he agreed to a MACV concept codenamed SHINING
BRASS. It would allow US Special Forces advisers to accompany patrols of
irregulars from South Vietnam up to 12 miles into Laotian territory for both
intelligence and harassment activity, Reinforcement, resupply, and evacuation
by air were also permitted. He also bent a little on the contentious issue of a
tribal resistance in the DRV when he authorized Vientiane station to distribute
1,600 weapons for recruits at two new guerrilla sites, both of which extended
“up to and across” the border in the far north.?

Tactical operations required intelligence, but this was still in short supply.
The United States had been conducting aerial reconnaissance over Laos since
mid-1964, but its results after a year persuaded American military intelligence
that only ground observers could fill the need for accurate information.
Enemy trucks traveled at night, and US Air Force pilots relied on their head-
lights to spot convoys. The North Vietnamese drivers knew this and used their
lights only where needed on winding portions of the track, turning them off at
the first sound of an aircraft.21I:|

But the same security measures that foiled aerial reconnaissance would
impede ground observation efforts. Bill Lair| doubted
that, assuming good discipline in the drivers, even well-located roadwatch
teams could provide the detailed, real-time reporting necessary to make air-
strikes successful.2?

Sullivan pointed out a contradiction similar to the one noted by Doug Blau-
farb in the context of a resistance movement inside North Vietnam. In the Cor-

9 Ibid] |

20 Vientiane Embassy Telegram 142, 9 August 1965, FRUS 1964-1968, 387-90]

7 ‘
proposed a hybrid alternative thal would have USAF reconnaissance aircraft confirm dur-
ing daylight hours that trucks seen at night had taken refuge for the day in suspected parking

arcas. Whether this procedure was adopted is not known
22| |
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ridor, harassment activity—SGU operations did not yet aim at interdiction—
almost invariably provoked a North Vietnamese riposte that cleared a given
stretch of road not only of the attacking SGU but of the roadwatch teams whose
information was so desperately needed to target airstrikes. Like the resistance
conundrum, this one could not be sclved, but only managed, in Blaufarb's
term, with priorities assigned in the light of particular circumstanccs.”D

The inherent limitations of the surrogates available to the United States for
intelligence and military operations along the Ho Chi Minh Trail prompted yet
another calculation of the potential costs and benefits of direct American mili-
tary action. SNIE 10-10-65 of 10 September. 1965 assumed a force of three
US divisions moving into Laos to seal the Corridor along Route 9 in the cen-
tral Panhandle. The political risks looked high, for Souvanna Phouma-—egged
on by the French, who still fancied themselves ultimately the preeminent
Western power in a neutral Indochina—might simply quit. Or he might
denounce such an invasion and then be overthrown by a junta that would
never escape being tarred as an American puppet.“\j

In addition, no matter who was in charge in Vientiane, the Thai and the
Lao would demand US guarantees of protection against Chinese communist
intervention. The estimate assumed that this intervention would come, at
least in the north, as soon as US troops entered Laos. Moreover, interdiction
of the trail complex might reduce, but would not end, infiltration into South
Vietnam; Hanoi could turn to sea routes to the south, either directly or via
Cambodia. These considerations prevailed, and American-led efforts in the
Corridor, though substantially larger than those that preceded the brief mora-
torium in 1962 and 1963, continued to respect the now- -traditional rules of

engagement. 25D

Overload D

Self-imposed restraints on the application of US military power in Laos
placed an immense burden on the surreptitious programs that were all that pol-
icy allowed. It was universally accepted that Lao and tribal irregulars could
not by themselves even find, let alone destroy, a decisively large portion of the

A Vientianc Embassy Telegram 142,

# Special National Intelligence Estimate, Reactions to a Certain US Course of Action in South-
east Asia, FRUS 1964-1968, 392-96, D
2 IbldD
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enemy traffic on the Trail. But the thirst for information only intensified as
American troops continued pouring into South Vietnam.

CIA managers were already squeezing their teams, not just for more nearly
continuous observation of road traffic but for more detailed information on
cargos and their points of origin and destination. This required exploiting
informants—occasionally recruited agents—among villagers cultivated by
team members native to the area. Friendship or blood ties did not necessarily
suffice to win cooperation, for Pathet Lao sanctions threatened villagers who
collaborated with the enemy, and well-led teams went to considerable lengths
to establish their ¢claim to the locals’ loyalty.\j

Since the beginning of the war, the Pathet Lao and the Royal Lao Govern-
ment—represented mainly by CIA-run irregulars—had contested for influence
on the Na Kay Plateau, a key terrain feature between the Annamite Chain and
the Mekong. Located northeast of the originall:}command post at
Thakhek, it offered the only access to important targets in Khammouane Prov-
ince. Communist control since late 1963, however, had intimidated the villag-
ers, who now held irregulars at arm’s length 26

Team Alpha, composed like all[:|units of ethnic Lao, had been
inserted into the Na Kay Plateau by air a year carlier. It had then dodged
enemy patrols for three months before finding an area less firmly under
Pathet Lao control. There, in the foothills north of the plateau, it began to
compete with the communists in the fashion typical of CIA work with rural
minorities. Distributing the medical supplies, tools, and propaganda kits air-
dropped to its command post, it began a relatively aggressive regime of
patrolling that took it as far as the main population center, Ban Na Kay, 12
miles to the south.??

Gradually persuaded that the team intended to resist Pathet Lao efforts to
evict it, the villagers became less vulnerable to communist threats of reprisals
against collaborators. At this point, they began supplying information and
soliciting arms with which to secure their villages and, in so doing, made
Team Alpha the RLG’s de facto representative on the central part of the pla-
teau. In May, two enemy agents reportedly keeping the Pathet Lao informed
of team activity were, in the station’s laconic phrase, “climinated from the

- area. After this, enemy search parties were reduced.”?

This combination of civic action work and a modest show of force encour-
aged an occasional Pathet Lao to offer his services. One such agent, probably

26 |
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recruited by a friend or relative, was a Pathet Lao “truck checker,” who listed
the cargos of all trucks passing his station on Route 23. Information of this
kind arrived at far too late for tactical exploitation, but it served to doc-
ument, if only on a sample basis, the amount and kind of supplies headed
south. Meanwhile, the RS-48 radio—smaller than the obsolete RS-1—now
supplied to well-situated roadwatch teams allowed for airstrikes within an
hour or so of radio transmissions. But not even the RS-48 permitted real-time
reporting, for the observer normally worked at some distance from the team
command post, which had to be located to avoid both the enemy’s patrols and
American bombs.z‘-’D

And not all the:lteams enjoyed Team Alpha’s possession of a
reasonably secure base. The constant need to scramble for their lives over-
rode, in a few cases, the need for honest reporting of what they were—or were
not—seeing on the trails, or even of their own location. Team leaders might go
months without seeing their case officer and, on occasion, a few would take
the easy way out.\j '

One team failed to put out signals for two successive supply drops, and

]suspccted that it had stopped well

short of its destination. To smoke out its location, he declared his intention to
visit the team’s CP. The reply told him that the area was too dangerous; he
radioed back giving his intended time of arrival.?

would never in such dubious circumstances approve a personal visit,
bu thought it imperative to get the facts, and he did not ask. A strip
suitable for the Helio lay in more-or-less secure territory several hours_walk

west of the claimed bivouac site, and|

- |landed there, intending to walk the rest of the way. Each

armed with a .45-caliber “grease gun,” they followed a trail eastward, the
Helio orbiting at a distance, but within range of the voice radio. After an hour
or two on the trail, still far west of the team’s reported location, the party came
upon the team, occupying a bivouac where it had obviously spent consider-
able time. li'nformed the leader that no pay or supplies would be
delivered except at the designated campsite, and the embarrassed team leader
moved his men out to the original destination.

29

W The e%isodcs about visits to| teams and the tetrahedron mission are drawn from

the mcrview!
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|:|made other occasional exceptions to :lban on behind-the-

lines travel; one of them, in the spring of 1965, took him to a karst formation
southeast of Route 12 at the North Vietnamese border. He had just managed to
get a small team installed there, on a tiny mesa that overlooked the road as it
emerged from a gap in the Annamite chain called the Mu Gia Pass. Too small
for a drop zone, its resupply depended on an Air America helicopter flying at
night, and:|decided to go along when he discovered how little enthu-
siasm the H-34 pilots had for an unescorted night landing so near the North
Vietnamese border. It was just one of those things: he was under orders both to
avoid capture and to get the job done. Like many of his colleagues in similar
circumstances, he let the issue be settled by his reluctance 1o send others on a
-risky mission whilc he stayed home manning the radio.|:|

This observation post, impossible to maintain over the long term, endured
long enough to provide some reporting. As|:|recalled it, managemcnt
ever placed high value on feedback to its outposts, and he never did
learn how important a contribution the Mu Gia team had made. Nor did he
find out whether his extemporaneous foray over the Ho Chi Minh Trail, with
Bird & Sons pilot Bob Hamblin, did the communists any damage. Flying in
daylight, they found a major route, with trucks visible under foliage. They
made just one pass, dropping tetrahedron nails intended to puncture truck
tires, without drawing fire. 31’£_—’ :

A Fabrication Flap|:|

In October 1965, with policy-level interest in the Corridor still rising, case
officer |
| {—detarmincd that three of his 25 teams
were fabricating at least some of their reporting. As his predecessors had
already discovered, guerrillas concerned with survival in hostile territory
would sometimes be tempted to reduce the risks by keeping a safe distance
from the roads they were supposed to observe. Embellishment of fragments
elicited from villagers, or even outright fabrication, was therefore a constant
danger and earlier case officers had had to dlsmiss the occasional errant road-

- watch team leader, 32D

¥ Management’s overriding concern was alwa%s the risk of capture, Jim Glerum recalled lhat.|:|

he later had to reprimand an eager paramilitary officer found to
have accompanied a combat mission in southern Laos. The esscnce of the reproach: the Agency
could tolerate somebody’s letting himself get killed, but anyone letting himself be captured would
not be forgiven
2 The author, the first PI‘D_ICCI1:!C&S€ officer, recalls having discovered cccasional
fabrication or cmbellishment on his own watch '
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Unfortunately for :the new outbreak came at a time when the

- US military was demanding more and better information from CIA roadwatch

teams or, alternatively, more freedom to do its own collection. Air America
pilot Jim Rhyne, flying a dangerous treetop level flight south from Route 12,
had, in October, provided the first photographs of motorable roads and the
foliage-covered trellises used to conceal them, And it was clear that traffic on
the Ho Chi Minh Trail had metastasized since mid-1964. Motor traffic could
now reach the South Vietnamese border southwest of Da Nang, 100 miles far-
ther south than before the latest surge of construction. Previously used to infil-
trate specialists, advisers, and modest amounts of equipment, the Trail
network had by this time transported three regiments of Hanoi’s 325% Divi-
sion, the 250" Independent Regiment, and possibly a fifth regiment as well.
Some of these units had engaged US forces in a major action at Plei Me, in the
Central Highlands of South Vietnam, and this strengthened the imperative to
find and destroy enemy reinforcements. D '

The result was an impulse-at Headquarters to find someone (o blame for
the embarrassment. Bill Colby professed to be “baffled and frankly appalled™
at the station’s continued use of information from two of the suspect teams
and suggested that the COS send Bill Lair’s deputy, Pat Landry, to Savanna-
khet long enough to “review and, if necessary, reorganize and revitalize [the]
program.” Blaufarb acknowledged a lapse in handling of informa-
tion from one team; its reservations about that unit should have been declared
to customers, even though the doubts did not apply to the information chosen
for dissemination. But he insisted that “we have been treating reports from
the suspected sources with reserve and skepticism since our suspicions were-
first aroused.”*

: l —

See also Memorandum from DDI (Kline} to Special Assistant for National Security (Bundy),
“Communist Road Development in Laos,” 9 December 1965, FRUS [964-1968, 422-24. Tt was .
presumably the Rhyne photos that Ambassador Sullivan used in bricfing Prime Minister Sou-
vanna on 14 November. (Action Memorandum from Assistant Secrelary of State William Bundy
to Acting Secretary of State George Ball, “U.S. Air Operations in Laos,” 18 November 1963,
FRUS 1964-1968, 413.) Rhyne may also have discovered the major new route, No. 911, running
east of and parallel to Route 23. He was later severely wounded during a leaflet drop when previ-
ously quiescent Chinese antiaircraft protecting Betjing's road construction project opened up, and
a fragment from a 20mm shell shattered Rhyne’s leg. He survived, despite loss of bloed that had
him “running on empty” when he landed (Bill Lair.} Having lost a leg above the knee,
Rhyne was back in Laos within a year, serving as chief special missions pilot, Later, he received
the Distinguished Intelligence Cross for gallantry for his participation in Operation Desert One,
the attempt in 1980 10 rescue the American hostages in Iran. (Jim Glerum.)

E—
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Colby was not molli-
fied. Having to admit to
the Intelligence Commu-
nity that the “single most
important activity CIA
[is] now responsible for
in Laos” had produced
tainted reporting sorely
embarrassed him. This
soon became clear to
Doug Blaufarb, who
fended off what he antici-
pated would be a demand
for| head. The
COS defended his case
officer’s assiduous inves-
tigation of the first hints
of trouble and laid the
blame on personnel short-
ages,
| |and on the
: policy that prohibited

| | and Olher Bamboo trestle for foliage camouflaging a segment of the Ho

‘officers in similar circum-

stances from  visiting
roadwatch-team com-
mand posts in enemy-
held territory. Whether or
not Colby fully accepted this logic, it produced a policy concession unthink-
able only a few months earlier: Washington now authorized case officers to
accompany supply flights to roadwatch command posts whenever the COS
and the ambassador judged the risk to be acceptable.’ |

Chi Minh Trail. The photo may be one Jim Rhyne took on his
pioneering, low-level photographic mission in 1965

as

In VETN 1131, Blaufarb retreated from his earlier defense of the station’s management of the
central Lao roadwatch when he acknowledged “failure to expose and suppress [three teams’] fab-
rications.” The problem could not be eliminated, but radio operators tended to bond with their

and American leaders, and this enabled m foil one imaginative deception
ploy.| was paying bonuses for captured AK-47s, and a team came in with scveral of these,
all of them scarred by claymore mine shrapnel, together with photographs of dead Pathet Lao
troops. The radio operator confided that it was all a scam: the team leader had bought the weapons
from defecting Pathet Lao, and staged the claymore blast that damaged them; the stains on the

“bodics” were from chicken blood. [ interview, 18 January 2000). |
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Sullivan’s Answer to Westmoreland

Chapter Ten

The action against the North Vietnamese at Plei Me, in the Central High-
lands, was not the first test of US ground forces in South Vietnam. As early as
August 1965, the US 7 Marine Regiment had battled the Viet Cong 1% Regi-
ment in the first major American combat action against the communists in
South Vietnam. In November, elements of the 19 Cavalry Division engaged
three NVA regiments in a bloody action in the Ia Drang Valley in the Central
Highlands. US firepower turned the balance in both these actions, but Hanoi
continued to pour reinforcements down the Ho Chi Minh Trail.?

Ambassador Sullivan despaired of closing the trail complex with any fore-
secable concentration of forces, even including the three-division task force
earlier suggested for deployment along Route 9. Such a move, in his view,
would “do nothing more than spread a thin picket of men along horrendous
terrain, and expose them . . . to the bloodletting of concentrated enemy attacks
at places and times of the enemy’s choosing.” Instead, Sullivan proposed a US
amphibious invasion of the Vietnamese Panhandle, cutting North Vietnam in
two at Vinh, well above the 17" parallel, and effectively shutting down the
infiitration of men and supplies to the South.?”

Sullivan pointed out that, with 185,000 US troops already in South Viet-
nam, the idea was much less radical than when first advanced. At least one of
his Washington colleagues agreed: two weeks earlier, Assistant Secretary of
State Bundy had proposed exactly the same thing. But their superiors did not
adopt it; it seems likely that they saw an unacceptable risk of Chinese inter-
vention. US airstrikes in the Corridor were intensified, but the United States
continued to avoid major escalalion.—"sD

The continuation of the status quo generated new tension between the
ambassador and the US military. Sullivan derided SHINING BRASS, the US
Special Forces-run cross-border program, as “an Eagle Scout program,” one
whose scheme he had to shoot down because the military hierarchy abdicated
its professional responsibility to disapprove fanciful proposals emanating
from lower levels. And Westmoreland was unhappy with Sullivan. The

. ambassador declined to expand the bombing zone along the Trail complex in

* Harry G. Summers, Jr., Vietnam War Almanac. Chronology of ground action in South Vietnam
is taken from Summers, unless otherwise specified.

¥ Vientiane Embassy Telegram 651, 15 December 1965, FRUS 19641968, 424-26. Concerned
to avoid presenting himself as an amateur strategist, Sullivan attributed the idea to the then JCS
chairman Lyman Lemnitzer, who, in a meeting in McNamara’s office in- 1962, had offered it as a
possible response to a considerably lesser threat. Other US officials, and Sen. Stuart Symington
(D-MO), still thought that bombing would bring Hano to its knees. (See Vientiane Embassy Tele-
gram 713, 5 January 1965, FRUS 1964-1968, 434-36.

* Information Memorandum from Assistant Secretary of State (Bundy) to Sci:rctary of State
Rusk, “Escalation of US Activities in Laos,” 3 December 1965, FRUS 1964-1968,418-20] |
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Laos until the efficacy of current oﬁeratioﬂs had been established, and West-
moreland accused him of “fiddling while Rome burns.”*

Sullivan had already staked out his own position on jurisdiction over
southern Laos. Vientiane would be in charge, and its main tool would be the
Kha irregulars. By mid-1965—six months into Sullivan’s tenure—careful

_recruiting among several tribes had brought their strength to about 2,400

men. Half of these were devoted to what the station now called consolidation
operations, building on:ucccss at Ban Houei Kong in 1963 to
extend government control from the Se Done Valley. to the entire Bolovens
Plateau. The deployment of the other 1,200 Kha responded more directly to
Westmoreland’s demands for information on and action against North Viet-
namese traffic along the Corridor, east of the Se (River) Kong, and on the

river itself.“’l:l '

Consolidation on most of the plateau and in the Se Done Valley was
encountering only feeble Pathet Lao opposition, usually in the form of a small
home guard. This was replaced, as the irregulars approached the Se Kong, by
vigorous communist resistance from substantial Pathet Lao units, often rein-
forced by North Vietnamese. The result was a sometimes deadly cat-and-
mouse exercise in which the station tried to set up durable observation posts

The launch base east of Saravane was hit in early August 1965 when some
300 North Vietnamese and Pathet Lao overran the camp, killing 11 defenders
and wounding 14. Among the wounded were two who were captured and
questioned in poor Lao by “tall . . . light skinned” interrogators heard spcak-
ing Vietnamese among themselves. Each was then shot, once each in the
right leg and left arm; the two lay helpless until a relief force rescued them

three days ]ater.‘”l:!

The relief force was led by Lt. Col. Vuk Daraseng, one of the few Kha inte-
grated into the Laotian establishment. His status as a fairly senior FAR officer
tempted his Agency contacts to see him as the Vang Pao of the Kha, and he
became the focus of propaganda efforts aimed at bringing more tribesmen to
the government side.| |a promising young officer on his first
tour and in charge of Corridor operations, saw expansion of the village
defense program as a prerequisite to improving access to the trails east of the

¥ Vientiane Embassy Telegrams 651 (15 December 1965) and 703 (3 January 1966), both FRUS
1964-1968, 426n, 432-33; Vietnam War Almanac, 36.

4Q
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Se Kong. Although the Kha lacked any clan structure and therefore any
authority figures outside the village,[ _ |hoped to exploit Vuk’s eminence
by establishing his image among the Kha as a benevolently. powerful interme-
diary with the Lao.*

Chapter Ten

MR 4 commander General Phasouk squelched the notion before a single
leaflet on this theme could be dropped. He would tolerate neither “another Meo
project [nor] a Vang Pao of the Kha,” Sol:l contented himself with leaflets
that emphasized what Kha refugees and defectors had been telling him: after
years under the communists, they were “poorer, hungrier, sicker, and more
ignorant than ever.” The Royal Lao Government could and would act to
improve their lot, but only if they renounced any links to the Pathet Lao.““lj

It was a tough row to hoe. :described the east bank of the Se
Kong as having been “fought over and robbed by both FAR and the [commu-
nists] for about ten years.” The Alak tribesmen there were “true and con-
firmed neutralists,” and absent the ability to secure them against the
communists, :lproposed to emphasize “civic action on our side of the
river and psywar on the other,” trying to “dazzle the left-bank Alak” with the
amenities being showered on their compatriots across the river.45D

Even when converted to the government side, the Kha tribesmen marched
to the beat of their own drummer, and I:]reported with tongue in cheek
that “Phou Khao [north of Saravane] is infested with malevolent spirits, and
we will never get {our] froopers onto it; we hope that the spirits are impartial
and the PL do not feel free to take it. We are now investigating possibilities of
psywar reinforcement of this mountain’s taboos with the view of further dis-
couraging PL investiture.”“[:l : :

On 12 October 1965, J
dropped off a payroll at a site cast of the Se Kong. The team there
reported by radio that the helicopter seemed in trouble after takeoff, and
when it failed to arrive at Pakse, alerted|  |Landry[]
| ~ [which jumped at dusk into the jungle in
the area indicated by the Kha team’s report. In the darkness, the H-34 could
not be found, and it was who spotted it the next morning from the air.

+ . I

44
45
44

The Kha worldview emerged in a political indoctrination session for a group of Kha radio opera-
tors after their return from training : One of them suggested ending the war by telling
“the King of the Viet Cong we don’t want his people in Laos, and he should make them come

home. [ linterview.)
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He directed o the spot while his pilot found a é]ear spot on which
to land.#? .

All aboard—‘ }and the two-man Air America crew-—were
dead. Dependent families, evacuated in August 1960, had recentl becn
allowed in Vientiane and other main towns, and back in it was
excruciating duty to persuade an incredulous at her husband had
been lost in action.*

\:‘legacy included Kha footholds, secured by platoon-size
SGUs with some FAR support, in a lightly populated area east of the Se Kong.
The arc stretched from Kong My (south of Attopeu near the Cambodian bor-
der) to the vicinity of the communist logistical center at Chavane (east of the
Bolovens) and on up the river valley to highland villages north and east of

Saravane.®®

The legacy also included a growing number of refugees seeking General
Phasouk’s protection. Exactly a month before the fatal crash, four minor
Pathet Lao officials had applied for asylum at the Kong My command post
near the Cambodian border. When they brought in their 150 followers, the ref-
ugee population there would reach 900; USOM was also supporting three
other villages protected by Pakse’s Kha irregulars.5°|:|

A welcome sign that the government side looked more attractive, the
influx of refugees was, nevertheless, a mixed blessing. As:’had put it,
refugees turned into a mob if the enemy attacked, getting in the way of the
defenders. And always, they needed scarce troops to protect them and scarce
rice to eat, But “while they are eating our rice, they are at least not growing
any for the [enemy),” or serving as porters or Pathet Lao soldiers. And there
were defectors of real consequence, including two officers who, at the end of
1965, were working with ___ unit to induce others to come over to the

government. 5l|j

What these outposts were not yet doing was providing much exploitable
intelligence. The Kha program faced the same obstacle as the

‘ [ lrecalled the lengthy dickering between a senior Pathet Lao commander and General Pha-

souk. The Pathet Lao commander wanted guarantees of supplies to launch his men on a new life
under government protection and sent a party, including his wife, to inspect the warehouse that
Phasouk- (with CIA help) had filled with clothing, farming implements, etc. But the contact
lapsed, for rcasons unknown.
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effort farther north, namely, the dangerous increase in enemy security mea-
sures that accompanied the increased volume of traffic along the Ho Chi Minh
Trail. Less experienced than the [:irregulars, the Kha were still
looking for vantage points from which the Se Kong and Route 92, running
parallel to it, could be continuously observed.5

Chapter Ten

A Liberalized RegimeE’

Almost a year before these developments, the very different security situa-
tion in the north had led to a more permissive set of rules for case officer
deployment. Hmong irregulars and the MR 2 FAR units under Vang Pao’s
command enjoyed very substantial territorial holdings, something denied to
thel ~  Jtecams and to the Kha units operating east of the Se Kong.
This more relaxed stance represented not just the better security in the north
but also a growing disposition in Washington to substitute simple denial for
any serious effort to conceal US support for the irregulars, The State Depart-
ment continued to worry about Soviet or Chinese intervention, but the admin-
istration began to doubt that either of the communist great powers saw a vital
interest in guaranteeing a North Vietnamese victory in Indochina. Accord-
ingly, the United States need avoid only an overt challenge to Moscow or
Beijing in order to prevent either one from joining the fray.53gl:]

While American officials continued to debate the format and scale of action
against North Vietnam, CIA proceeded to beef up its paramilitary staff in
Laos. Two early additions to the field case officer cadre were young, first-tour
officers named | |Both adventurous and
adaptable young men, they encountered more adventure and more tests of
their adaptability than they had anlibipated.D

The station had agreed, as we have seen, to support the militia units of Gen-
eral Ouane’s so-called Armée Clandestine. In the spring of 1965,
was to become their first adviser, working out of a command post at Bouam

Lao, 75 miles north of the roval capital at Luang Prabang.|

l

Less secure than the Hmong headquarters at Long Tieng, Bouam Lao lay in
territory that still harbored enemy troop units, and:}depended on outposts
and patrolling to keep tabs on their movements. These measures should have
sufficed, and he was never to know what defeated them, whether negligence by
his irregulars or extraordinarily skillful ecnemy planning. But fail they did, for,
in the pre-dawn darkness of 21 May 1965, the crash of exploding ordnance

52
% Blaufarb interview. |
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i

Planned expansion of the village defense program, c. 1966

snapped him awake, clutching at the M-1 rifle lying next to his cot. \
leaped out of his hut and down the slope into the surrounding brush. After find-
ing some of the defenders and making a futile effort to organize a counterat-

tack, he and what he could find of lhc_;i fled into the jungle.5* E

With the survivors in hiding—they had no radio—an Air America Helio-
Courier approached for a landing soon after daybreak. Almost too late, the
pilot realized that there was no signal panel to be seen and, as he shoved the
throttle open, the ground below erupted with small arms fire. Back at altitude,
gratefully unscathed, he saw a Bird & Sons Pilatus Porter on the same
approach pattern. He radioed a warning, but the Porter captain, Ernest Brace,
apparently did not hear. Brace flared out for a landing and had reached the end
of the strip when enemy soldiers appeared. He spun the aircraft around and
began to run a gauntlet of small arms fire. The plane faltered and came to a
stop, and Brace, along with three] " |became prisoners
of the North Vietnamese, not to be released until I973.55’ w

5 Ernest Brace, A Code to Keep, 16-17, 40-42. The book gives what is presumably |

account of his own cxperience.\ | i )
5 ‘
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Some hours later, having eluded the attackers,l:lused a signal mirror
serendipitously still in his pocket to attract the attention of an Air America
pilot passing overhead. Accompanied at this point only by his l:linterpreter,
two wounded Lao, and a Pathet Lao defector working in his civic action pro-
gram, he had only to wait for the helicopter pickup that soon followed.“‘[i

Ambassador Sullivan, fearing the propaganda fallout from the capture of an
American, had instructed Bill Lair to use any available means to find and res-
cue Brace. The means included one flight of T-28s, flown by Air America
pilots, and another of USAF jet fighters. Sullivan neither instructed Lair how
to use them nor imposed any limitations, but the first task seemed obvious
enough: find out whether Brace was trapped or dead in the Porter.3

The air search for Ernie Brace and the missing|  took advantage of the
same liberalized rules of engagement that had brought [:Jaind other new
officers to the upcountry sites. Until late 1964, the T-28s had been the primary
tool of air bombardment. Their slow speed and thcir\:Lao pilots’ inti-
mate knowledge of the terrain helped ensure that targets were properly identi-
fied. In early 1965, American combat jets— “fast movers”—took on a larger
share of the bombing missions, not only in the Corridor but also in the north,
These were among the combat aircraft now ordered to suppress ground fire
aimed at the smaller craft conducting the low-altitude search.”[j

Many pilots, only sketchily familiar with the terrain and flying three times
as fast as the T-28, found target identification a problematical thing, and errant
bombing runs by the fast movers had already produced a rash of friendly casu-
alties. The worst of these incidents occurred during the search for Ernie Brace

L P

The search would require suppressive fire from the air while a helicopter
landed next to the Porter on the Bouam Lao strip. In the co-pilot’s seat of a
Caribou transport, Lair instructed the jets, with their limited loiter time, to go
first. Recognizing that their speed and their higher operating altitude alfected
their accuracy, he told them to orient themselves by the Porter, and lay their
ordnance parallel to the strip at least 100 yards away. The T-28s would follow,
their greater precision allowing them to tear up the ground closer to the strip,
on both sides of it. The helicopter went in, and| lleaped out
to search the Porter, which he found emptyﬁL :

. % Brace, A Code to Keep, 41|

7 Bill Lair.

o

5
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Caribou transport plane, valued in Laos for its STOL capability (Courtesy of Bill Lair)

By this time, unknown to Lair, one of the jets had inexplicably dropped its
ordnance several miles away. The bombs devastated a small village, killing 13
people and wounding scores more. Sullivan was furious. He had always been
sensitive to the issue of friendly casualties, partly out of concern to keep the
prime minister engaged against the communists and partly, it seems, out of a
sense that the United States owed its feeble Laotian partner a certain consider-
ation. He accused Lair of having approved the strike “quite without author-
ity,” only “in order to strike fear” into the heart of the enemy.5'| |

The facts were more complicated, and it is clear that Sullivan was mis-
taken when he exonerated the USAF pilot of faulty navigation. The language
of his reprimand to Lair suggests some recognition of this, for he followed
the accusation that Lair had exceeded his authority with the assurance that he
wanted 7i to stay: he was “thoroughly dedicated and conspicuously
effective,” handling “an extremely complicated task with great credit to him-
self and your agency.”5?

 Tbid. Leaving the strip, spotted a lone farmer in a field not far away and induced the pilot
to land to pick him up. The villager had seen Brace's landing and provided the first cyewilness
information on his capture. _
8 Vientiane Embassy Telegram 1511, 22 March 1965, FRUS 1964-1968, 354-56;

62

Lair never did get an explanation for the off-target bombing and reached the unflattering but per-
haps accurate conclusion that the pilot had been too concerned about ground fire even Lo approach

the target.
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The incident prodded the Mission and the US military into accelerating the
installation of sophisticated electronic navigational aids in Laos. In late 1965,
Souvanna Phouma approved two such devices, called TACAN, one each in the
north and the south; they began operating in February 1966. The introduction
of forward air controllers (FACS),‘ |Americans flying the tiny
0-1 spotter plane, also substantially improved the accuracy of airstrikes. USAF
pilots resided at Long Tieng, on a rotational basis, where they learmed the ter-
rain and the linguistic peculiarities of Hmong|  lvoice radio communi-
cations. They also became part of the team, and most of them developed an
intense personal identification with the troops on the groand.ﬂl:]

Like any initiative, improved reconnaissance supporting a growing program
of tactical air support had its unintended consequences. One of these was the
irregulars’ growing dependence on that support, something that would
increasingly define the tactics of the irregulars in both north and south.“D

& Vicntiane Embassy Telegram 610, 4 December 1965, FRUS 19641968, 421; Jim Glerum; .

& Jim Glerum,
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

On the Frontline in Sam Neua

— e —————

In early 1965, as Ambassador Sullivan and MACYV began tussling over

-operational authority in the Corridor, the NVA took the offensive in Laotian

Military Region 2. When the NVA deployed new units into Sam Neua Prov-
ince, it confronted Vang Pao and his advisers with a new challenge. To the
general, it was clear that Hanoi intended to secure new supply routes less vul-
nerable to air interdiction than Route 7. At the same time, these new routes
would support a new effort to expel government forces and reestablish the
province as the seat of a putative communist government.!

Vang Pao’s commander in Sam Neua was an ethnic Lao, a lieutenant colonel
named Thong Vongrasamy, whose charisma, abetted by long, flowing hair and
a bundle of Buddhist amulets, accompanied tactical genius, immense energy,
and courage. Commanding both a territorial battalion and the local Hmong
irregulars, and supported by| Ihe set out to try
to prevent the North Vietnamese from driving him out of Sam Neua.?

Thong’s command post at Hong Non, a dozen miles west of Sam Neua
town, enjoyed the services also of |whose artistry
with the 4.2-in. mortar had made him a hero of the Route 7 cra