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What Went Wrong in Vietnam
The military historian Max Boot takes on the counter-insurgency maven Edward Lansdale.
The New Yorker Feb 26
By Louis Menand

In Lansdale’s counter-insurgency approach, soldiers were fighters but also salesmen.Illustration by Bill Bragg

For almost thirty years, by means financial, military, and diplomatic, the United States tried to prevent Vietnam from becoming a Communist state. Millions died in that struggle. By the time active American military engagement ended, the United States had dropped more than three times as many tons of bombs on Vietnam, a country the size of New Mexico, as the Allies dropped in all of the Second World War. At the height of the bombing, it was costing us ten dollars for every dollar of damage we inflicted. We got nothing for it.
We got nothing for pretty much everything we tried in Vietnam, and it’s hard to pick out a moment in those thirty years when anti-Communist forces were on a sustainable track to prevailing. Political and military leaders misunderstood the enemy’s motives; they misread conditions on the ground; they tried to beat unconventional fighters with conventional tactics; they massacred civilians. They pursued strategies that seemed designed to produce neither a victory nor a settlement, only what Daniel Ellsberg, the leaker of the Pentagon Papers but once a passionate supporter of American intervention, called “the stalemate machine.”
Could the United States have found a strategic through line to the outcome we wanted? Could we have adopted a different strategy that would have yielded a secure non-Communist South Vietnam? Max Boot’s “The Road Not Taken: Edward Lansdale and the American Tragedy in Vietnam” (Liveright) is an argument that there was a winning strategy—or, at least, a strategy with better odds than the one we followed.
There were two major wars against the Communists in Vietnam. The first was an anticolonial war between Communist nationalists and France, which, except for a period during the Second World War, when the Japanese took over, had ruled the country since the eighteen-eighties. That war lasted from 1946 to 1954, when the French lost the battle of Dien Bien Phu and negotiated a settlement, the Geneva Accords, that partitioned the country at the seventeenth parallel. The United States had funded France’s military failure to the tune of about $2.5 billion.
The second war was a civil war between the two zones created at Geneva: North Vietnam, governed by Vietnamese Communists, and South Vietnam, backed by American aid and, eventually, by American troops. That war lasted from 1954 (or 1955 or 1959, depending on your definition of an “act of war”) to 1975, when Communist forces entered Saigon and unified the country. The second war is the Vietnam War, “our” war.
The more we look at American decision-making in Vietnam, the less sense it makes. Geopolitics helps explain our concerns about the fate of Vietnam in the nineteen-forties and fifties. Relations with the Soviet Union and China were hostile, and Southeast Asia and the Korean peninsula were in political turmoil. Still, paying for France to reclaim its colony just as the world was about to experience a wave of decolonization was a dubious undertaking.
By 1963, however, “peaceful coexistence” was the policy of the American and Soviet governments, Korea had effectively been partitioned, and the Sino-Soviet split made the threat of a global Communist movement seem no longer a pressing concern. And yet that was when the United States embarked on a policy of military escalation. There were sixteen thousand American advisers in South Vietnam in 1963; during the next ten years, some three million American soldiers would serve there.
Historians argue about whether a given battle was a success or a failure, but, over-all, the military mission was catastrophic on many levels. The average age of American G.I.s in Vietnam was about twenty-two. By 1971, thousands of them were on opium or heroin, and more than three hundred incidents of fragging—officers wounded or killed by their own troops—were reported. Half a million Vietnam veterans would suffer from P.T.S.D., a higher proportion than for the Second World War.
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People sometimes assume that Western opinion leaders turned against the war only after U.S. marines waded ashore at Da Nang, in 1965, and the body counts began to rise. That’s not the case. As Fredrik Logevall points out in his study of American decision-making, “Choosing War” (1999), the United States was warned repeatedly about the folly of involvement.
Intervention in Southeast Asia would be “an entanglement without end,” France’s President, Charles de Gaulle, speaking from his own nation’s long experience in Indochina, told President Kennedy. The United States, he said, would find itself in a “bottomless military and political swamp.” Jawaharlal Nehru, the Prime Minister of India, told Kennedy that sending in American troops would be a disastrous decision. Walter Lippmann, the dean of American political commentators back when political commentary had such titles, warned, in 1963, “The price of a military victory in the Vietnamese war is higher than American vital interests can justify.”
De Gaulle and Nehru had reasons of their own for wanting the United States to keep out of Southeast Asia. But Kennedy himself was keenly aware of the risks of entrapment, and so was his successor. “There ain’t no daylight in Vietnam, there’s not a bit,” Lyndon Johnson said in 1965. “The more bombs you drop, the more nations you scare, the more people you make mad.” Three years later, he was forced to withdraw from his reëlection campaign, his political career destroyed by his inability to end the war. The first time someone claimed to see a “light at the end of the tunnel” in Vietnam was in 1953. People were still using that expression in 1967. By then, American public opinion and much of the media were antiwar. Yet we continued to send men to fight there for six more years.
Our international standing was never dependent on our commitment to South Vietnam. We might have been accused of inconstancy for abandoning an ally, but everyone would have understood. In fact, the longer the war went on the more our image suffered. The United States engaged in a number of high-handed and extralegal interventions in the affairs of other nations during the Cold War, but nothing damaged our reputation like Vietnam. It not only shattered our image of invincibility. It meant that a whole generation grew up looking upon the United States as an imperialist, militarist, and racist power. The political capital we accumulated after leading the alliance against Fascism in the Second World War and then helping rebuild Japan and Western Europe we burned through in Southeast Asia.
American Presidents were not imperialists. They genuinely wanted a free and independent South Vietnam, yet the gap between that aspiration and the reality of the military and political situation in-country was unbridgeable. They could see the problem, but they could not solve it. Political terms are short, and so politics is short-term. The main consideration that seems to have presented itself to those Presidents, from Harry Truman to Richard Nixon, who insisted on staying the course was domestic politics—the fear of being blamed by voters for losing Southeast Asia to Communism. If Southeast Asia was going to be lost to Communism, they preferred that it be on another President’s head. It was a costly calculation.
There were some American officials, even some diplomats and generals, who believed in the mission but saw that the strategy wasn’t working and had an idea why. One of these was John Paul Vann, a lieutenant colonel in the Army who was assigned to a South Vietnamese commander in 1962, at a time when Americans restricted themselves to an advisory role. It seemed to Vann that South Vietnamese officers were trying to keep their troops out of combat. They would call in air strikes whenever they could, which raised body counts but killed civilians or drove them to the Vietcong. Vann cultivated some young American journalists—among them David Halberstam, of the New York Times, and Neil Sheehan, of United Press International, who had just arrived in Vietnam—to get out his story that the war was not going well.
Vann didn’t want the United States to withdraw. He wanted the United States to win. He was all about killing the enemy. But his efforts to persuade his superiors in Vietnam and Washington failed, and he resigned from the Army in 1963. He returned to Vietnam as a civilian in 1965, and was killed there, in a helicopter crash, in 1972. In 1988, Sheehan published a book about him, “A Bright Shining Lie,” which won a Pulitzer Prize for nonfiction and is a classic of Vietnam literature.
“The Road Not Taken” is the story of another military figure sympathetic to the mission and critical of the strategy, Major General Edward Lansdale, and Boot says that his intention is to do for Lansdale what Sheehan “so memorably accomplished for John Paul Vann.” Boot’s task is tougher. Sheehan was in Vietnam, and he knew Vann and the people Vann worked with. He also knew some secrets about Vann’s private life. Boot did not know Lansdale, who died in 1987, but he interviewed people who did; he read formerly classified documents; and he had access to Lansdale’s personal correspondence, including letters to his longtime Filipina mistress, Patrocinio (Pat) Yapcinco Kelly.

“Honey, all we want is what’s quiet for us.”
Lansdale was at various times an officer in the Army and the Air Force, but those jobs were usually covers. For much of his career, he worked for the C.I.A. He was brought up in California. He attended U.C.L.A. but failed to graduate, and then got married and went into advertising, where he had some success. In 1942, with the United States at war with the Axis powers, he joined the Office of Strategic Services (O.S.S.), the nation’s first civilian intelligence service and the precursor of the C.I.A. During the war, Lansdale worked Stateside, but in 1945, shortly after the Japanese surrender, he was sent to the Philippines.
It was there that he had the first of his professional triumphs. He ran covert operations to help the Philippine government defeat a small-scale Communist uprising, and he supervised the candidacy of a Filipino politician named Ramon Magsaysay and got him elected President, in 1953. To assist in that effort, Lansdale created an outfit called the National Movement for Free Elections. It was funded by the C.I.A.
This was Lansdale’s modus operandi. He was a fabricator of fronts, the man behind the curtain. He manipulated events—through payoffs, propaganda, and sometimes more nefarious means—to insure that indigenous politicians friendly to the United States would be “freely” elected. Internal opposition to these leaders could then be characterized as “an insurgency” (in Vietnam, it would be termed “aggression”), a situation that called for the United States to intervene in order to save democracy. Magsaysay’s speeches as a Presidential candidate, for example, were written by a C.I.A. agent. (The Soviets, of course, operated in exactly the same way, through fronts and election-fixing. The Cold War was a looking-glass war.)
In 1954, fresh from his success with Magsaysay, Lansdale was sent to South Vietnam by the director of the C.I.A., Allen Dulles, with instructions to do there what he had done in the Philippines: see to the establishment of a pro-Western government and assist it in finding ways to check Communist encroachment. (The Communists in question were, of course, Vietnamese opposed to a government put in place and propped up by foreign powers.)
As Boot explains, Vietnam was a different level of the game. The Philippines was a former American colony. Almost all Filipinos were Christians. They liked Americans and had fought with them in the war against Japan. English was the language used by the government. The Vietnamese, by contrast, had had almost no experience with Americans and were proud of their two-thousand-year history of resistance to foreign invaders, from the Chinese and the Mongols to the French and the Japanese. There were more than a million Vietnamese Catholics, but, in a population of twenty-five million, eighty per cent practiced some form of Buddhism.
The South Vietnamese who welcomed the American presence after 1954 were mainly urbanites and people who had prospered under French rule. Eighty per cent of the population lived in the countryside, though, and it was the strategy of the Vietcong to convince them that the United States was just one more foreign invader, no different from the Japanese or the French, or from Kublai Khan.
In 1954, Ho Chi Minh, the President of North Vietnam, was a popular figure. He was a Communist, but he was a Communist because he was a nationalist. Twice he had appealed to American Presidents to support his independence movement—to Woodrow Wilson after the First World War, and Truman at the end of the Second—and twice he had been ignored. Only the Communists, he had concluded, were truly committed to the principle of self-determination in Asia. The Geneva Accords called for a national election to be held in Vietnam in 1956; that election was not held, but many people in the American government thought that Ho would have won.
Lansdale knew neither French nor Vietnamese. For that matter, he couldn’t even speak Tagalog, the native language of the Philippines. (In the Philippines, he is said to have sometimes communicated by charades, or by drawing pictures in the sand.) Yet, as he had done in the Philippines, he managed to get close to a local political figure and become his consigliere. In the Philippines, Lansdale could choose the politician he wanted to work with; in Vietnam, he had to play the card he was dealt. The card’s name was Ngo Dinh Diem.
Diem was the personification of the paradoxes of American designs in Southeast Asia. “A curious blend of heroism mixed with a narrowness of view and of egotism . . . a messiah without a message” is how one American diplomat described him. He was a devout Catholic who hated the Communists. One of his brothers had been killed in 1945 by the Vietminh—the Communist-dominated nationalist party. During the war with France, he had spent two years in the United States, where he impressed a number of American politicians, including the young John F. Kennedy. In 1954, the year of the French defeat, he was appointed Prime Minister by the Emperor, Bao Dai, a French puppet who lived luxuriously in Europe and did not speak Vietnamese well.
Diem was a workaholic who could hold forth for hours before journalists and other visitors to the Presidential Palace. A two-hour Diem monologue was considered a quickie, and he didn’t like to be interrupted. But Diem did not see himself as a Western puppet. He was a genuine nationalist—on paper, the plausible leader of an independent non-Communist South Vietnam.
On the other hand, Diem was no champion of representative democracy. His political philosophy was a not entirely intelligible blend of personalism (a quasi-spiritual French school of thought), Confucianism, and authoritarianism. He aspired to be a benevolent autocrat, but he had little understanding of the condition Vietnamese society was in after seventy years of colonial rule.
The French had replaced the Confucian educational system and had tried to manufacture a new national identity: Franco-Vietnamese. They were only partly successful. It was not obvious how Diem and the Americans were supposed to forge a nation from the fractured society the French left behind. Diem’s idea was to create a cult of himself and the nation. “A sacred respect is due to the person of the sovereign,” he claimed. “He is the mediator between the people and heaven.” He had altars featuring his picture put up in the streets, and a hymn praising him was sung along with the national anthem.
This ambition may have been naïve. What made it poisonous was nepotism. Diem was deeply loyal to and dependent on his family, and his family were an unloved bunch. One of his brothers was the Catholic bishop of the coastal city of Hue. Another was the boss—the warlord, really—of central Vietnam. A third brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, lived in the Presidential Palace with his wife, Tran Le Xuan, a woman known to the press, and thus to the world, as the Dragon Lady, Madame Nhu. She operated as Diem’s hostess (he was celibate) and was free with her usually inflammatory political opinions. American officials in Saigon prayed that the Nhus would somehow disappear, but they were the only people Diem trusted.
Nhu ran the underside of the Diem regime. He created a shadowy political party, the Can Lao, whose members swore loyalty to Diem, and he made membership a prerequisite for career advancement. According to Frances FitzGerald’s book “Fire in the Lake” (1972), he funded the party by means of piracy, extortion, opium trading, and currency-exchange manipulation. He also created a series of secret-police and intelligence organizations. Thousands of Vietnamese suspected of disloyalty were arrested, tortured, and executed by beheading or disembowelment. Political opponents were imprisoned. For nine years, the Ngo family was the wobbling pivot on which we rested our hopes for a non-Communist South Vietnam.
The United States had declined to be a signatory to the Geneva Accords—which had, after all, effectively created a new Communist state—but Lansdale’s arrival in Saigon on the eve of Diem’s official appointment was a signal that we intended to supervise the outcome. And the American government was always prepared to swap out South Vietnamese leaders when one seemed to falter—a privilege we bought with enormous amounts of aid, some $1.5 billion between 1955 and 1961. It is to Lansdale’s credit that Diem survived as long as he did.
After landing in Saigon and setting up a front, the Saigon Military Mission, Lansdale began sending infiltrators into North Vietnam (violating a promise that the United States had made about respecting the ceasefire agreed to at Geneva, though the North Vietnamese were violating the accord, too). The agents were instructed to carry out sabotage and other subversive activities, standard C.I.A. procedure around the world. But almost every agent the agency sent in underground somewhere was captured, tortured, and killed, usually quickly, and this is what happened to most of Lansdale’s agents. People survive in totalitarian regimes by becoming informers, and those regimes were often tipped off by double agents.
The Geneva Accords provided for a three-hundred-day grace period before the partition in order to allow Vietnamese to move from North to South or vice versa, and Lansdale, using American ships and an airline secretly owned by the C.I.A., arranged for some nine hundred thousand Vietnamese, most of them Catholics and many of them people who had collaborated with the French, to emigrate below the seventeenth parallel. (A much smaller number immigrated to the North.) These émigrés provided Diem with a political base.
Lansdale’s most important accomplishment was helping Diem win the so-called battle of the sects. The French defeat had left a power vacuum, and groups besides the Vietminh were jockeying for turf. In 1955, three of them united in opposition to Diem: the Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao, religious sects, and the Binh Xuyen, an organized-crime society with a private army of ten thousand men.
Diem neutralized the religious sects by the expedient of having Lansdale use C.I.A. funds to buy them off. Boot says the amount may have been as high as twelve million dollars, which would be a hundred million dollars today. But the Binh Xuyen, which controlled the Saigon police, remained a threat. Worried that Diem was not strong enough to hold the country together, the U.S. Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, sent cables to the American embassies in Saigon and Paris authorizing officials to find a replacement. Lansdale warned Diem that U.S. support was waning, prompting him to launch an attack on the Binh Xuyen. The Binh Xuyen was routed, and Dulles countermanded his order.
To secure his winnings, Diem called for a referendum to determine whether he or Bao Dai, the former Emperor, should be head of state. Diem won, supposedly with 98.2 per cent of the vote. He carried Saigon with 605,025 votes out of 450,000 registered voters. Lansdale’s main contribution to the campaign was to suggest that the ballots for Diem be printed in red (considered a lucky color) and the ballots for Bao Dai in green (a color associated with cuckolds). Boot does not mention that this simplified Nhu’s instructions to his poll watchers: he told them to throw out all the green ballots.
With Diem’s consolidation of authority, Boot says, Lansdale reached “the apogee of his power and influence.” In 1956, he left Southeast Asia and took a position in the Pentagon helping to develop special forces like the Navy seals and the Green Berets. He enjoyed a brief resurgence with Kennedy’s election, in 1960. Kennedy was a Cold Warrior, but he was not locked into a Cold War mentality. He liked outside-the-box types, and he liked Lansdale and even considered appointing him Ambassador to South Vietnam. But the State Department and the Pentagon did not like outside-the-box types and they certainly did not like Lansdale, who remained in the States and was assigned to head Operation Mongoose, charged with devising methods for overthrowing Fidel Castro.
Lansdale does not seem to have been directly involved in the notoriously wacko assassination plots against Castro (the poisoned cigar and so on), but Boot suggests that he knew of such plans and would not have objected to them. He did come up with a scheme for an American submarine to surface off the Cuban coast and fire explosives into the sky. Rumors, introduced inside Cuba by C.I.A. agents, that Castro was doomed would lead Cubans to interpret the lights in the sky as a sign of divine disapproval of the regime.
In the mid-seventies, in a statement to a congressional committee, Lansdale denied proposing the scheme (Boot says he lied), but it was consistent with his usual strategy, which, in the case of Cuba, was to fund an indigenous opposition movement whose suppression would give the United States an excuse to send in troops. A lot of brainpower was wasted on those anti-Castro schemes. Castro would run Cuba for another forty-five years. The country is now ruled by his brother.
Lansdale was reassigned to Vietnam in 1965, but Diem was dead. He had been deposed in 1963, in a coup d’état to which the American government had given its approval. He and Nhu were assassinated shortly after they surrendered. (Madame Nhu was in Beverly Hills, and escaped retribution.) There were celebrations in the streets of Saigon, but the event marked the beginning of a series of coups and government by generals in South Vietnam. Short of withdrawal, the United States now had no choice but to take over the war.
By 1965, therefore, when Lansdale arrived for his second tour of duty, the American military was fully in charge. It had little interest in the sort of covert operations Lansdale specialized in. The strategy now was “attrition”: kill as many of the enemy as possible. “Life is cheap in the Orient,” as General William Westmoreland, the commander of American forces, explained to the filmmaker Peter Davis—who, in his documentary “Hearts and Minds” (1974), juxtaposed the remark with scenes of Vietnamese mourning their dead, imagery already familiar from photographs published and broadcast around the world. Lansdale was not able to accomplish much, and he returned to the United States in 1968.
In 1972, he published a memoir, “In the Midst of Wars,” in which he was obliged to recirculate a lot of cover stories—which is to say, fabrications—about his career. Reception of the book was not kind.
Lansdale’s private life turns out to have been a little sad. From the letters Boot quotes, it is clear that Pat was the love of his life. “I’m just not a whole person away from you,” a typical letter to Pat reads, “and cannot understand why God brought us together when I had previous obligations unless He meant us for each other.” But Lansdale’s wife would not give him a divorce, and he reconciled himself to trying to keep the marriage alive. He suffered for many years from longing and remorse. When Lansdale was with his wife, Pat dated other men. There appear to have been no significant dalliances on his part. Only after his wife died, in 1973, were he and Pat married.
“The Road Not Taken” is not the first book devoted to Edward Lansdale, and it is not quite of the calibre of “A Bright Shining Lie,” in part because Boot can’t provide the ground-level reporting that Sheehan could. But it is expansive and detailed, it is well written, and it sheds light on a good deal about U.S. covert activities in postwar Southeast Asia.
Boot is a military historian, a columnist, and a foreign-policy adviser who has worked with the Presidential campaigns of John McCain, Mitt Romney, and Marco Rubio. He has been highly critical of Donald Trump, and describes his social views as liberal, but he has been a proponent of American “leadership,” a term that usually connotes interventionism.
One might therefore have expected his book to adopt a revisionist line on Vietnam—to argue, for example, that the antiwar media misrepresented the military situation and made it politically impossible for us to prosecute the war to the fullest of our capabilities. He clearly wants to suggest that the war was winnable, and he believes that Lansdale’s approach was the wiser one, but he is cautious in his analysis of what went wrong. It was a war with too many variables for a single strategic choice to have tipped the balance.
Interestingly, and despite some prefatory claims to the contrary, “The Road Not Taken” does not really transform the standard picture of Lansdale. Everyone knew that he was C.I.A., and that he combined an affable and artless personality with a talent for dirty tricks. Boot’s Lansdale is not much different from the one FitzGerald sketched in “Fire in the Lake,” back in 1972. “Lansdale was in many respects a remarkable man,” she wrote:
He had faith in his own good motives. No theorist, he was rather an enthusiast, a man who believed that Communism in Asia would crumble before men of goodwill with some concern for “the little guy” and the proper counterinsurgency skills. He had a great talent for practical politics and for personal involvement in what to most Americans would seem the most distinctly foreign of affairs.

“You’ll never catch me! Not without arms!”
If anything, Boot tries to moderate some of Lansdale’s received reputation. Sheehan, in “A Bright Shining Lie,” called South Vietnam “the creation of Edward Lansdale.” Boot thinks this is an exaggeration, and a lot of his book is committed to restoring a sense of proportion to his subject’s image as a political Svengali, or “Lawrence of Asia.” So why did he write “The Road Not Taken”? And why should we read it?
In many ways, Lansdale was a throwback. He operated in the spirit of the old O.S.S. He treated all conditions as wartime conditions, and so did not scruple to use whatever means necessary—from bribes and misinformation to black ops—to achieve ends favorable to the interests of the United States. Like the man who created the O.S.S., General William (Wild Bill) Donovan, he was a backslapper who prized informality and was indifferent to such bureaucratic punctilio as “the chain of command.” He was a freelancer. He made his own rules.
That is exactly what his C.I.A. masters wanted him to do. And it is why, after the American military took charge in Vietnam and bureaucratic punctilio was back in style, his influence waned and he was put on the shelf. Techno-strategists like Robert McNamara, the Secretary of Defense under Kennedy and Johnson, had no use for Lansdale. They did not even find him entertaining. They looked on him as a harebrained troglodyte.
Still, McNamara’s strategy failed. Did Lansdale know something that McNamara and the rest of Kennedy and Johnson’s “best and brightest” did not? Boot thinks he did, and one purpose of his book is to revive Lansdale as a pioneer of counter-insurgency theory.
Lansdale was a proponent of the “hearts and minds” approach. He believed in the use of subterfuge and force, but he rejected “search and destroy” tactics—invading villages and hunting out the enemy, as American forces did repeatedly in South Vietnam. It was a search-and-destroy mission that resulted in the massacre of hundreds of civilians at My Lai, in 1968.
Tactics like this, Lansdale saw, only alienated the population, and he advocated what he called “civic action,” which he defined, in an article in Foreign Affairs in 1964, as “an extension of military courtesy, in which the soldier citizen becomes the brotherly protector of the civilian citizen.” In other words, soldiers are fighters, but they are also salesmen. They need to sell the benefits of the regime they are fighting for, and to do so by demonstrating, concretely, their commitment to the lives of the people. This is what Lansdale believed that the Vietcong were doing, and what the Philippine rebels, who called themselves the Hukbalahap, had done. They understood the Maoist notion that the people are the water, and the soldiers must live among them as the fish.
As Boot notes, Lansdale was by no means the only person who believed that the way to beat the Vietcong was to play their game by embedding anti-Communist forces, trained by American advisers, in the villages. This happened to be the theme of “The Ugly American,” by Eugene Burdick and William Lederer, which was published in 1958 and spent an astonishing seventy-eight weeks on the best-seller list. Lederer and Lansdale were friends, and Lansdale appears in the book as a character named Colonel Hillandale, who entertains locals with his harmonica (as Lansdale was known to do).
“The Ugly American” was intended—and was received by many—as a primer on counter-insurgency for battlegrounds like Vietnam. Although the title has come to refer to vulgar American tourists, that was not the intention. In the book, the “ugly American” is the hero, a man who works side by side with the locals to help improve rice production. He just happens to be ugly.
Boot, oddly, doesn’t mention it, but the United States was engaged in civic action in South Vietnam from the beginning of the Diem regime. Through the Agency for International Development, we had been providing agricultural, educational, infrastructural, and medical assistance. There was graft, but there were also results. Rice production doubled between 1954 and 1959, and production of livestock tripled. We gave far more in military aid, but that is because our policy was to enable South Vietnam to defend itself.
In the pursuit of civic action, though, there was always the practical question of just how South Vietnamese troops and their American advisers were supposed to insinuate themselves into villages in the countryside. It was universally understood, long before the marines arrived, that in the countryside the night belonged to the Vietcong. No one wanted to be out after sunset away from a fortified position. John Paul Vann was notorious for riding his jeep at night along country roads. People didn’t do that.
What was crucially missing for a counter-insurgency program to work, as Lansdale pointed out, was a government to which the population could feel loyalty. Despite all his exertions as the Wizard of Saigon, pulling Diem’s strings from behind the curtain, he could not make Diem into a nationalist hero like Ho. As many historians do, Boot believes that the Diem coup was the key event in the war, that it put the United States on a path of intervention from which there was no escape and no return. “How different history might have been,” he speculates, “if Lansdale or a Lansdale-like figure had remained close enough to Diem to exercise a benign influence and offset the paranoid counsel of his brother.” But Boot also recognizes that events may have been beyond Lansdale’s or Diem’s control. “Perhaps Lansdale’s achievements could not have lasted in any case,” he says.
Probably not. Lansdale was writing on water. The Vietnam he imagined was a Western fantasy. Although the best and the brightest in Washington shunned and ignored him, Lansdale shared their world view, the world view that defined the Cold War. He was a liberal internationalist. He believed that if you scratched a Vietnamese or a Filipino you found a James Madison under the skin.
Some Vietnam reporters who were contemporaries of Lansdale’s, like Stanley Karnow, who covered the war for a number of news organizations, and the Times correspondent A. J. Langguth, assumed that the artlessness and the harmonica playing were an act, that Lansdale was a deeply canny operative who hid his real nature from everyone. Boot’s book suggests the opposite. His Lansdale is a very simple man. Unquestioned faith in his own motives is what allowed him to manipulate others for what he knew would be their own ultimate good. He was not the first American to think that way, and he will not be the last.
The English writer James Fenton was in Saigon, working as a journalist, when Vietcong troops arrived there in 1975. He managed, more or less by accident, to be sitting in the first tank to enter the courtyard of the Presidential Palace. Fenton described the experience in a memorable article, “The Fall of Saigon,” published in Granta in 1985.
Like many Westerners of his education and generation, Fenton had hoped for a Vietcong victory, and he was impressed by the soldiers of the North Vietnamese Army when they marched into the city. But he stayed around long enough to see the shape that the postwar era would take. The Vietnamese Communists did what totalitarian regimes do: they took over the schools and universities, they shut down the free press, they pursued programs of enforced relocation and reëducation. Many South Vietnamese disappeared.
Saigon was renamed Ho Chi Minh City, and Ho’s body, like Lenin’s, was installed in a mausoleum for public viewing. Agriculture was collectivized and a five-year plan of modernization was instituted. The results were calamitous. During the next ten years, many hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese fled the country, most of them by launching boats into the South China Sea. Two hundred thousand more are estimated to have died trying. “We had been seduced by Ho,” Fenton concluded. What he and his friends had refused to realize, he wrote, was that “the victory of the Vietnamese was a victory for Stalinism.” By 1975, though, most Americans and Europeans had stopped caring what happened in Southeast Asia.
Then, around 1986, the screw of history took another turn. Like many other Communist states at the time, Vietnam introduced market reforms. The economy responded, and soon Western powers found a reason to be interested in Southeast Asia all over again: cheap labor. Vietnam is now a major exporter of finished goods. It is a safe bet that somewhere in your house you have a pair of sneakers or a piece of electronic equipment stamped with the words “Made in Vietnam.” ♦
An earlier version of this article misidentified Max Boot’s role in past Presidential campaigns.
This article appears in the print edition of the February 26, 2018, issue, with the headline “Made in Vietnam.”
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Tate, London
William Blake: Newton, 1795
Sometime in 1664 the young Isaac Newton abandoned his hitherto dutiful undergraduate note-taking on the standard Cambridge curriculum, dominated, as it had been for centuries, by classical languages and the works of Aristotle. Instead, his notebooks begin to trace his excited response to radical new scientific and philosophical ideas culled from the works of René Descartes and Pierre Gassendi. This risqué engagement with suspect French Catholic thinkers, considered in Restoration Cambridge the last word in avant-garde modernity, was to trigger the emergence of Newton’s own far greater scientific genius. With astonishing rapidity, the earnest and melancholy young loner moved from admiring assimilation to pioneering explorations in philosophy, mathematics, and the physical sciences. Over the next three years, during which plague raged and London burned, Newton laid the groundwork for the innovations in mathematics, optics, astronomy, and theoretical physics whose gradual (and on Newton’s part sometimes reluctant) publication in the 1670s and 1680s would transform Western science.

Newton’s astonishing precocity in what his age called “Natural Philosophy” is well known. Reported and embellished in his own lifetime by admiring disciples, it made him that unlikely thing: a celebrity intellectual. The first scientist ever to be knighted, for the last twenty-three years of his life he dominated English thought as president of the Royal Society, and his name became Enlightenment England’s shorthand for transcendent scientific genius—in Alexander Pope’s famous couplet:

Nature and Nature’s Laws lay hid in Night.
God said, Let Newton be! and all was Light.

What was less well known to his contemporaries, and largely forgotten for centuries after his death, was that Newton did not consider the mathematical and scientific discoveries on which his fame rested to be the most important aspects of his life’s work. The greatest scientific mind of the Enlightenment was also an ardent alchemist who accumulated the most remarkable library of alchemical books and manuscripts in Europe. Years of refined but futile experimentation with mercury and other poisonous metals in search of an alchemical panacea to cure all ills may well have undermined his health and contributed to at least one bout of insanity. Even more remarkably, Newton laid more weight and devoted more time to the study of the Bible and the history of religion than to more strictly scientific pursuits. From the late 1670s onward he was increasingly preoccupied with theological study and writing, to which at times his scientific pursuits seemed an irritating interruption.

Almost none of the resulting theological writing saw the light of day in Newton’s lifetime, and until the late twentieth century it was studiously ignored, patronized, or dismissed by biographers and historians of science as an embarrassing aberration. But its importance for an understanding of Newton’s mind can be gauged from its sheer bulk. When a collection of his private papers was auctioned at Sotheby’s in 1936, it contained more than 200,000 words on biblical chronology and another million on biblical interpretation, church history, and other branches of theology. These papers attracted few buyers, and many were later donated to the National Library of Israel. A separate cache of over a thousand pages of notes on biblical chronology is in New College, Oxford, there are more on chronology and ancient history in the Bodleian Library, while another collection on ecclesiastical history and doctrine, somewhat improbably rescued and donated by the economist John Maynard Keynes, is in the library of King’s College, Cambridge.

Some of Newton’s theological speculations were directly related to his scientific work. His conception of the universe as infinitely extended, for example, flowed from his belief that all being involved extension, and since God was an illimitable being, the infinite extension of space was a necessary consequence of God’s existence. In a similar way, he believed that because human beings were made in the image of God, reflection on how immaterial human minds could move our material bodies to action could throw light on the question of how God as pure spirit related to the physical creation. This was the root of his controversial claim that the infinite space of the universe in some way operated as the “sensorium” of God, as bodies do for souls, a claim that predictably brought accusations that he had followed Spinoza into materialism, and that he was subsequently forced to qualify.

But Newton’s theological explorations took him far beyond the borderlands between physics and metaphysics. The obscurity surrounding his theological activity was no accident. He went to considerable trouble to conceal its nature and extent from all but a few trusted friends, because from the later 1670s onward Newton knew himself to be an arch-heretic. Secrecy in any case came naturally to a man whose personality had a strong paranoid streak. William Whiston, Newton’s onetime friend, disciple, and successor in the Lucasian Chair of Mathematics, described him as a man of “the most fearful, cautious, and suspicious Temper, that I ever knew.”


In this matter, caution was fully justified. Had Newton’s religious opinions been made public, they would certainly have resulted in his ignominious expulsion from the university and the probable end of his scientific career. For Newton had come to believe that for almost a millennium and a half the entire Christian world, including the Church of England, had been in the grip of a deadly and idolatrous delusion, fraudulently propagated by corrupt priests and monks led by “Saint” Athanasius. The false and blasphemous doctrine of the Trinity, which made Christ equal to God, was, he believed, the “great Apostasy” and the conduit for the spread of other deadly perversions of true Christianity—vowed celibacy and the monastic life, the claims of the priesthood, and the growth of papal authority chief among them.

Newton had of course imbibed his belief in the apostasy of the Roman Catholic Church from the Puritan tradition, in which he had been nurtured and which was still a powerful influence in Restoration Cambridge. That the pope was Antichrist was an axiom of seventeenth-century Protestantism, and many of Newton’s Cambridge teachers and mentors spilled oceans of ink and preached hours of sermons detailing the darkness into which papal abomination had plunged the Western church. In all this, the mysterious prophecies of Daniel and the Book of Revelation loomed large. The outpoured vials, trumpets, horsemen, and plagues of biblical Apocalypse were believed to be components of a divine code, from which those with the right key could read detailed information about the past and future history of the church and the world.

The days and dates mentioned in the Bible were believed to be a crucial part of this code, and Cambridge had a strong tradition of scholarship in biblical chronology and prophecy, designed to pinpoint exactly when the Catholic Church had sold its soul to Satan, and to alert readers to the turning points of history, the likely date of the longed-for downfall of the papal Antichrist, and the historical upheavals that would precede Christ’s Second Coming. It was a tradition in which Newton was known to be immersed, and those in the know hoped that this genius might bring a new mathematical accuracy and refinement to deciphering these mysteries.

But most of the exponents of this tradition combined hatred of Rome with acceptance of the doctrine of the Trinity as a central plank of true Christianity, and believed the Church of England to be firmly on the side of the angels in the struggle against Antichrist. And the religious politics of Restoration England, with the alarming prospect of the succession of Charles II’s Catholic brother James to England’s Protestant throne, brought a new urgency to their already avid interest. Some of the best minds of the day were convinced that history was moving toward a final confrontation between Protestant light and papal darkness. Henry More, a poet, philosopher, and theologian, and one of the Cambridge teachers who had exerted influence on the young Newton, wrote and published a series of urgent apocalyptic commentaries in 1680, prompted by the so-called Popish Plot to assassinate Charles II.

Not so Newton. He was as horrified as anyone else by the advent of a Catholic king, and he played a prominent and dangerous part in the university’s resistance to James II’s attempts to establish Catholics in Cambridge. But for him the Great Apostasy went far deeper than popery, and the Church of England itself, by enforcing Trinitarian belief, was deeply compromised. True Christianity was known and practiced only by a handful of enlightened souls like himself: “I mean not all that call themselves Christians, but a remnant, a few scattered persons which God hath chosen, such as without being blinded, led by interest, education, or humane authorities, can set themselves sincerely and earnestly to search after truth.”

His own search after truth led Newton to immerse himself not only in biblical commentaries but in an exhaustive reading of the history of the early church, and the writings of the Church Fathers. From these he constructed a sorry narrative of defilement and decay, as the original purity of the Gospel was contaminated by the exaltation of a creature, Christ, to the throne of God himself, and the consequent seepage of idolatry into every area of the church’s life, above all in the worship of the dead (in the cult of the saints) and of material bread in the eucharist. The villain of this narrative was Athanasius, who at the Council of Nicaea in 325 had beguiled the church into accepting the unity of substance between God and Christ, and whose biography of Saint Anthony had been instrumental in spreading the poison of monasticism. Over the centuries the deepening deception had been promoted by crafty priests whose self-interest had enslaved the minds of Christians and branded as heretics those who held fast to true Christianity.

Newton’s heterodoxy was not confined to the internal history of the church. For anyone who accepted the literal truth of biblical narrative, the existence of the multitude of contending world religions was a puzzle. If all but a single family of the human race had been wiped out in the Flood, how had the religions of the Gentiles arisen? These questions were much debated, and the conventional answer was that the descendants of the sons of Noah—Ham, Shem, and Japheth—had fallen away from the truth inherited from the Patriarchs, and polytheism had been the result.

Newton accepted this solution in broad outline, but added to the speculations of earlier scholars his own remarkable refinements. He ransacked centuries of scholarly speculation and synthesized biblical and pagan sources for the ancient history of the Near East to construct an extraordinary treatise, endlessly redrafted—“The Philosophical Origins of the Gentile Theology.” The religion of the Patriarchs and of Noah, he believed, had been in essence the rational worship of the God of Nature. There was no way “to come to the knowledge of a Deity but by the frame of nature.” True religion and sound astronomy went together. The ancients had understood the real nature of the heavens, knowing them to be composed of a limitless vacuum in which the planets orbited the sun. The earliest temples, Newton believed, had been models of the solar system, circular enclosures surrounding a sacred fire that represented the sun. “The whole heavens they recconed to be the true & real Temple of God & therefore…they framed it so as in the fittest manner to represent the whole systeme of the heavens.”

But humanity’s inherent inclination to idolatry, and the crafty pursuit of power by kings and priests, had combined to corrupt both true knowledge of the heavens and true worship of the God who had made the heavens. The genuine understanding of the universe that had been expressed symbolically in ancient philosophy and religious worship began to be interpreted literally, the circling stars imagined as embedded in crystal spheres. Over the course of time the stars and other heavenly bodies were given the names of honored ancestors, the descendants of Noah’s children who had divided the world among themselves. Eventually those ancestors came to be venerated as kings, then projected into the heavens and worshiped as gods.

Newton’s attempt to construct a coherent single narrative of the origin and decline of true religion, encompassing all known ancient civilizations, involved extraordinary ingenuity and formidable scholarship in arcane sources. It also involved a drastic reduction of “real” Christianity to little more than the ancient natural religion he thought had been practiced by Noah and the Patriarchs. Christ was the Messiah and the most exalted of God’s messengers, but he stood in a long line of prophets from Moses onward who had sought to recall mankind from idolatry and corrupt religion. It is hard to avoid the suspicion that Newton saw himself as standing in that same illustrious line of reformers.

But if Newton burned with indignation against what he took to be the doctrinal corruptions prevailing across the Christian world, natural timidity prevented him from making any prophetic stance. In the mountains of paper he devoted to tracing the perversion of true religion he raged against priests, creeds, and institutional Christianity in language reminiscent of the contemporary diatribes of skeptics and deists. Like them, Newton rarely participated in public worship, being a notorious absentee from his college chapel. He avoided subscription to the teachings of the Church of England by obtaining a royal dispensation from the requirement that fellows of Trinity College should be ordained. But his manifest moral earnestness and his interest in biblical interpretation earned him a reputation for serious but conventional piety. He seems only once to have come close to a public declaration of his real opinions.

In the early 1690s Newton formed a close friendship with the philosopher John Locke. They shared many interests, and Locke was deeply impressed by Newton’s astonishingly detailed knowledge of the Bible. The doctrine of the Trinity had come increasingly under attack from Unitarian Christians, like the followers of the heretical Polish theologian Fausto Sozzini, as well as from outright religious unbelievers, and Locke took a close interest in the issue, accumulating an extensive library of mainly anti-Trinitarian books. Emboldened by this, in November 1690 Newton sent Locke a draft treatise attacking two of the principal New Testament texts used in support of the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity.

This was “An Historical Account of two notable Corruptions of Scripture, in a letter to a Friend.” The scriptural passages in question were I John 5:7, the so-called Johannine Comma, and I Timothy 3:16. As these passages occurred in the King James Bible, each contained explicit statements of the doctrine of the Trinity and the divinity of Jesus. In fact, these Trinitarian references were additions to the original Greek text, inserted at the time of the Arian controversy in the fourth century—they are omitted or noted in the margin in all modern editions. In 1690, however, Newton’s demolition of their authenticity was a potential bombshell, which would have clearly identified him as an anti-Trinitarian heretic, a likelihood compounded by the pamphlet’s pugnaciously dismissive tone:

Tis the temper of the hot and superstitious part of mankind in matters of religion ever to be fond of mysteries, & for that reason to like best what they understand least.

Locke was impressed, and undertook to have the treatise translated into French and published anonymously in the Netherlands, an offer Newton eagerly accepted. Predictably, he soon developed cold feet, pretended that he had never authorized publication, and insisted that the treatise be suppressed. It would eventually resurface fifty years later and, since Newton was then safely dead, it was published under his own name. But in his lifetime, Sir Isaac’s reputation remained unsullied. His views were nevertheless contagious, and some of his most talented disciples would be more outspoken, and would pay the price. His successor in the Lucasian Chair, William Whiston, adopted Newton’s anti-Trinitarianism and loathing of Athanasius, but unlike his master, campaigned openly against the Athanasian corruption of Christianity. For his pains he was denounced in Convocation, stripped of his college fellowship, and expelled from the university. Whiston was compelled to make a living lecturing on science and mathematics in the London and Bath coffeehouses. Characteristically, Newton disowned him.

Newton’s religious heterodoxy is well documented, and has been explored by previous biographers like Frank Manuel and Richard Westfall. So in one sense, Priest of Nature, Rob Iliffe’s exhaustive new study of Newton’s religion, offers few real surprises. But no previous study has so thoroughly laid out the relation between Newton’s religious writings and the relevant works by his predecessors and contemporaries. And no previous study has conveyed so vividly the dominance of these religious preoccupations through most of his long career. Newton’s scholarly life, Iliffe insists, “was suffused with an overriding religious purpose.” He brought to bear on his religious explorations the same formidable intellectual resources and methods that made him so great a scientist, the “heroic intellectual labour that produced the monumental works in theology, natural philosophy and mathematics that survive today.”

All that is true enough, and the reader who perseveres through Iliffe’s dense and demanding book will emerge with a heightened appreciation of Newton’s extraordinarily complex and idiosyncratic mind. And even if one does not entirely buy Iliffe’s argument for the essential continuities between Newton’s religious and scientific endeavors, his juxtaposition of them is salutary. The Catholic Church’s disastrous handling of the Galileo affair helped entrench the notion that religion and science are incompatibles, inevitably at odds. Iliffe’s painstaking exploration of the consuming religious preoccupations of the greatest of early modern scientists certainly complicates any such crudely binary perception.

What Iliffe does not dwell on, however, is the sense that any reader, no matter how religiously well disposed, must have of the monumental waste of genius depicted in these pages. We must not patronize the past, but we cannot entirely dispense with the benefits of hindsight. Newton’s conviction that the Book of Revelation held the key to history is simply untrue, based as it was on a precritical misunderstanding of the nature of Jewish apocalyptic thought. The long labors he lavished on its decipherment, however ingenious, were entirely misplaced. And Newton’s feverishly monocausal reading of the Christian past as one vast conspiracy to pervert and pollute the aboriginal religion of reason was ultimately paranoid and delusional, the product of hysteria rather than of history. In 1681 John Dryden wrote:

Great wits are sure to madness near allied,
And thin partitions do their bounds divide.

He had in mind the first Earl of Shaftesbury, at that time in the Tower charged with high treason—but he might just as well have been commenting on the religious obsessions of his great contemporary, Isaac Newton.



