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About the book

In "The Road Not Taken," Max Boot meticulously unravels the intricate

tapestry of allegiances, strategies, and existential dilemmas that shaped

American foreign policy during the Vietnam War. With a keen historian’s

eye and a storyteller’s flair, Boot draws readers into a profound exploration

of Edward Lansdale's enigmatic influence and the untold "what-ifs" that

could have diverted the course of history. Peering into the corridors of power

and the jungles of Indochina alike, this compelling narrative questions the

very essence of idealism and interventionism that lingers at the heart of

America’s global engagements. As Boot challenges you to contemplate

missed opportunities and enduring legacies, this thought-provoking journey

will have you gripped by the intricacies of decisions left unmade and roads

left untrodden, leaving echoes that resound even in today's complex world

affairs.
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About the author

Max Boot, an acclaimed author and foreign policy analyst, stands as one of

the most prominent voices in contemporary geopolitical discourse. Born in

Moscow and later immigrating to the United States, Boot's formative years

fueled his deep understanding of both Western and Eastern perspectives.

With a background enriched by prestigious academic institutions such as the

University of California at Berkeley and Yale University, Boot's scholarly

pursuits honed his expertise in U.S. military history and foreign affairs. As a

Senior Fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations and a regular contributor

to influential publications like The Washington Post and The New York

Times, his insights seamlessly merge historical context with contemporary

analyses. Known for his meticulously researched books, such as "The Road

Not Taken," Boot unravels complex narratives with clarity and depth, often

challenging conventional wisdom and prompting thoughtful dialogue on the

global stage.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Prologue: The Day of the Dead:
Saigon, November 1–2, 1963

### Prologue Summary: The Day of the Dead: Saigon, November 1–2, 1963

The prologue discusses the intricacies leading to one of the most significant

turning points of the Vietnam War—the coup against South Vietnamese

President Ngo Dinh Diem on November 1-2, 1963, during which both he

and his brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, were murdered. The internal political

turmoil within South Vietnam, exacerbated by the marginalization and

crackdown on Buddhists, set the stage for this coup, marking a dramatic

escalation in U.S. involvement that would eventually lead to its profound

consequences.

The narrative delves into the geopolitical backdrop, emphasizing the various

historical explanations for the Vietnam War—ranging from geography to

ideology—and challenges the deterministic view that the war's outcome was

inevitable. Central to this discussion is the role of contingency and human

decision-making, highlighting the possibility that different choices could

have led to different outcomes.

Key figures in this tale include Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., the U.S. ambassador

to South Vietnam, who played a key role in supporting the coup against
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Diem. The antipathy between Lodge and Diem stemmed not only from

Diem's refusal to implement U.S. mandates like the dismissal of his brother,

Nhu, but also from a broader disconnect between U.S. expectations and

Diem’s governance style. Lodge’s interactions and clandestine support to the

South Vietnamese generals plotting against Diem reflect this tension.

The prologue also recounts the socio-political landscape of Saigon on the

eve of the coup, offering a vivid portrait of the city's sensory overload

amidst political unrest. Insights from American expatriates like Navy nurse

Bobbi Hovis paint a picture of a city unaware of the looming chaos yet

entangled in a political crucible.

Lodge’s strategy was to isolate Diem by cutting off economic aid and

encouraging a coup through his backchannels with discontented South

Vietnamese military officers. This burgeoning dissidence among the

generals stemmed from grievances related to their marginalization and the

erratic management of the South Vietnamese regime. Ultimately, the coup

was executed with American tacit approval, though it led to an unintended

consequence of the Ngos' execution—unleashing instability that the United

States failed to control.

The narrative concludes by reflecting on the immediate aftermath of Diem’s

death, notably the shock within the Kennedy administration, which did not

anticipate this violent end. This event marked the beginning of a political
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spiral in South Vietnam, seen as a catalyst for deeper U.S. military

entanglement. The ensuing failures, both politically and militarily, would

have lasting consequences on American foreign policy.

The prologue introduces Edward Lansdale, a figure advocating for a

different path that involved a more culturally attuned and less militaristic

approach to counterinsurgency. Lansdale’s unheeded advice serves as a

poignant reminder of missed opportunities that could have fundamentally

altered the trajectory of the Vietnam War.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Critical Thinking

Key Point: Role of Human Decision-Making

Critical Interpretation: Through the prologue's exploration of the coup

against South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh Diem, you are

prompted to ponder the power and impact of human decision-making

in shaping historical events. The chapter challenges the notion of

historical determinism by illustrating that outcomes are not inevitable;

instead, they are shaped by choices made by individuals, often under

complex and chaotic circumstances. This underscores an inspiring

message for your life: the decisions you make can alter the course of

your personal journey in significant and unforeseen ways. By

appreciating that the paths you choose are not preordained, you are

encouraged to embrace the agency and responsibility you have over

your life’s narrative. Just as pivotal decisions led to dramatic changes

during the Vietnam War, your actions today can set the stage for a

future only you can influence.
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Chapter 2 Summary: Part One • Ad Man (1908–1945)

Summary of PART ONE: AD MAN (1908–1945)

Chapter 1: In Terrific Flux

At the start of the 20th century, the U.S. was emerging as a global power, a

sentiment symbolized by the Great White Fleet of battleships launched in

1907 by President Theodore Roosevelt. This was the world into which

Edward Lansdale was born in Detroit in 1908. As he grew, America was

rapidly transforming from a frontier society to an industrial powerhouse,

mirrored in landmarks like the first Model T car. Living a middle-class life

mainly in Detroit and Los Angeles, Lansdale embodied the American ethos

of hard work, self-reliance, and patriotism. His upbringing included unique

influences: a mother who taught self-reliance, a grandfather embodying

ambitious individualism, and his own experiences of mobility and change as

his father's career took the family across the country. These, alongside his

rejection of societal racism and embracement of diverse cultures, shaped his

worldview. Lansdale was grounded in American revolutionary ideals and the

positive thinking teachings of Christian Science from his parents, all of

which inspired his later career in Asia and counterinsurgency work.

Chapter 2: Enfant Terrible
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Edward Lansdale's formative years saw him transition from an indifferent

student to a dynamic and enterprising young man at UCLA, a period that

would shape his leadership qualities. After college, Lansdale pursued a

writing career in New York amidst the Great Depression but ultimately

found work in advertising in Los Angeles thanks to his brother. There, he

met Helen Batcheller, with whom he shared a deep connection influenced by

family scandals: Helen's lost inheritance and Lansdale's father's marital

infidelities. Married in 1933, Ed and Helen settled into a life constrained by

economic reality. Lansdale learned the art of persuasion and communication

in advertising, skills critical in his eventual military career. Despite personal

challenges and a disconnected familial backdrop, Lansdale remained

optimistic and was shaped by both the cultural openness of California and

the necessity to adapt and connect across diverse cultures, fostering a global

outlook.

Chapter 3: An Institution Run by Its Inmates

World War II dramatically altered Lansdale’s trajectory, leading him to the

Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the precursor to the CIA, through the

intervention of a friend. Despite health setbacks, Lansdale thrived in the

unorthodox OSS, which embraced unconventional tactics to gather

intelligence against Axis powers. There, among a diverse and

unconventional group—ranging from professors to circus stars—Lansdale
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honed his skills in propaganda, psychological operations, and intelligence

gathering, excelling in building rapport and gathering valuable information.

People skills and an openness to "ridiculous" ideas became hallmarks of his

career. Post-war, Lansdale was deployed to Asia, stepping into the complex

geopolitical landscape signaling the dawn of the Cold War. This marked the

transition from his past life, pointing toward his future involvement in

counterinsurgency and nation-building efforts in places like Vietnam and the

Philippines.
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Chapter 3 Summary: Part Two • Colonel Landslide
(1945–1954)

### PART TWO: COLONEL LANDSLIDE (1945–1954)

The second part of this narrative centers on Edward Lansdale's profound

influence in the Philippines during a period of intense post-war

reconstruction and political chaos. After arriving in the Philippines in 1945,

Lansdale quickly became a pivotal figure in shaping the country's political

landscape, working closely with Defense Minister Ramon Magsaysay,

whom he met in Washington and believed was the key to stabilizing the

beleaguered nation. Lansdale's methods combined intelligence gathering,

psychological warfare, and a deep understanding of the local culture, all of

which were crucial in combatting the Hukbalahap, or Huk, insurgency—a

Communist-led movement threatening the Philippine government.

### 4. The Time of His Life

Lansdale's engagement with the Philippines began shortly after World War II

in 1945, amidst a global surge in nation-building by powers like the United

States and the Soviet Union, and in a region markedly influenced by the

departing American colonial rule. Upon his arrival, Lansdale encountered a

Philippines that, despite superficial American influences, was grappling with
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feudal land ownership and the vestiges of colonial rule. Memories of the

violent Philippine–American War lingered, and the Japanese occupation

during the Second World War had left deep scars, despite some Filipinos

having joined the Americans in guerrilla efforts against Japan. These

experiences shaped Lansdale's understanding of the sociopolitical landscape,

which he would use to effectively counter the Huk insurgency—a

formidable threat to stability following World War II.

### 5. In Love and War

Meanwhile, Lansdale's personal life was entwined with his professional

mission. In Manila, he fell in love with Pat Kelly, a journalist and the widow

of an Irish-Filipino, blending personal passion with strategic partnership, as

her insights into local politics informed his operations. Their relationship

paralleled Lansdale’s own complex navigation between loyalty to his family

back home and his dedication to the Philippines.

### 6. The Knights Templar

Returning to the U.S., Lansdale felt alienated by American domestic life,

missing both the excitement of his Philippine assignment and his romantic

connection with Kelly. With the Cold War backdrop

intensifying—highlighted by the Korean War and anti-Communist

sentiments in America—Lansdale yearned to return to the region. His work
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in the Office of Policy Coordination, a CIA precursor, finally facilitated his

journey back, aligning his personal desires with strategic imperatives.

### 7. "A Most Difficult and Delicate Problem"

Upon his 1950 return, Lansdale found the Philippine government weakened

by inept leadership and the Huk rebellion gaining momentum. His strategy

involved molding Magsaysay into a political champion who could embody

genuine reform and effectively suppress the Huks. Lansdale's innovative

psychological warfare tactics—and his seamless blending of military action

with civic programs—began turning the tide against the Communists.

### 8. "All-Out Force or All-Out Friendship"

Lansdale's approach uniquely emphasized winning hearts and minds by

addressing local grievances and upholding ethical military conduct. His dual

strategy of force and friendship included restructuring the military and

leveraging psychological operations to diminish Huk influence. This

methodology would become a prototype for his later work in Vietnam.

### 9. The Power Broker

As Magsaysay emerged as a potential presidential candidate, Lansdale

orchestrated media campaigns and covertly supported the 1951
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congressional elections to ensure fairness, thereby undercutting Communist

appeals to injustice. By 1953, with Magsaysay's election as president

seeming possible, Lansdale's deep involvement in Filipino politics raised

suspicions but also underscored his political acumen.

### 10. "A Real Vindication"

Magsaysay's eventual election in 1953 marked a successful transition in

Philippine governance, characterized by political renewal and the mitigation

of the Huk threat. Lansdale’s assistance in ensuring free elections was

integral, achieving a victory that not only redefined Philippine leadership but

also underscored American Cold War strategy in Southeast Asia. As

Magsaysay’s presidency unfolded, Lansdale’s influence persisted, ensuring

stability in a nation pivotal to American interests. Concluding his tenure in

the Philippines, Lansdale had become renowned for his unconventional yet

effective methods, setting a standard for counterinsurgency and

nation-building.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Blending respect for local culture with strategic action

Critical Interpretation: In Lansdale's approach to combating the Huk

insurgency, his deep understanding and respect for the local culture

were as crucial as his military and strategic prowess. By genuinely

respecting and integrating cultural nuances into his operations,

Lansdale was able to foster trust among locals, gather support, and

effectively diminish insurgent influence. This teaches us the

importance of valuing and understanding diverse cultural perspectives

in our endeavors. By immersing ourselves in the context and norms of

those we're interacting with—be it in personal relationships or

professional settings—we can cultivate deeper connections, build

trust, and achieve outcomes that are mutually beneficial. Lansdale's

methods remind us that empathy, cultural intelligence, and strategic

thinking are powerful tools for meaningful impact and transformation.
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Chapter 4: Part Three • Nation Builder (1954–1956)

Summary of "Nation Builder (1954–1956)" Sections 11-17

Chapter 11: La Guerre sans Fronts

Vietnam serves as the backdrop where Edward Lansdale first emerges as a

significant American figure as the French Indochina War draws to a close.

Arriving in Saigon in 1953 as a tourist, Lansdale evolves into a key strategic

player, tasked with countering the Vietminh's unconventional guerilla

warfare. The chapter introduces the Vietminh, led by Ho Chi Minh, as a

formidable communist-nationalist movement poised to challenge foreign

rule. There's a parallel drawn with the Philippines, highlighting Lansdale's

experience and the challenge of navigating the complex political landscapes

shaped by colonial histories.

Chapter 12: A Fortress Falls

Operation Castor sees France's attempt to fortify Dien Bien Phu against the

Vietminh, showcasing French missteps and the rapid escalation towards the

conflict's climax in 1954. Lansdale, meanwhile, travels between Vietnam
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and the U.S., where back home, he redefines his domestic relationships

amidst his overseas obligations. His commitment to Saigon intensifies even

as the desperate situation at Dien Bien Phu signals the faltering of French

colonial ambitions in Vietnam.

Chapter 13: "I Am Ngo Dinh Diem"

In a Vietnam on the brink of American influence, Lansdale encounters and

supports Ngo Dinh Diem, a nationalist striving for leadership amidst

existing chaos. This chapter presents Diem's struggles against entrenched

French influence and local militarized sects, highlighting Lansdale's

behind-the-scenes efforts to stabilize the South Vietnamese government and

shape it into a bulwark against communism.

Chapter 14: The Chopstick Torture

Lansdale tackles the complex dynamics of foreign policy and military

advisement in Vietnam, supporting Diem's administration with clandestine

operations that blend psychological warfare and traditional intelligence.

Efforts to portray the Vietminh negatively to bolster anti-communist

sentiment are underscored, reflecting broader Cold War tensions. Figures

like Tom Dooley amplify these psychological campaigns with
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sensationalized narratives of communist atrocities that blend myth with

reality for substantial propaganda effect.

Chapter 15: Pacification

As the Diem administration gains a shaky foothold, Lansdale focuses on

pacification strategies to stabilize the fractious environment post-Geneva

Accords. Through building Vietnamese military capability and engaging

local sects, Lansdale works to integrate these forces under central

government control, emphasizing representative government as key to

countering communism despite internal and external skepticism.

Chapter 16: The Viper's Nest

The endemic sects present escalating challenges to Diem's authority, with

Lansdale tactically engaging leaders like Trinh Minh Thé with promises of

national unity and support. Conspiracies and sectarian violence reveal the

volatile power dynamics that Lansdale must mitigate to ensure Diem's hold

over the South. The battle against the sects culminates in government cracks,

with Lansdale's maneuvers crucial to bolstering Diem’s governance.

Chapter 17: "Stop Calling Me Papa!"
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The final stages of Lansdale's Vietnam mission confront entrenched

authoritarian tendencies in Diem’s government, reflecting a broader struggle

between democratic ideals and pragmatic governance strategies effective

against communist threats. Increasingly sidelined within the evolving

political establishment and overshadowed by internal Vietnamese politics,

Lansdale prepares for his departure amidst the paradox of perceived

achievements and worrying trends that hint at future instability.

The sections collectively narrate Lansdale’s multifaceted role amid

Vietnam's transformation in the 1950s, characterized by his covert

operations and psychological strategies that attempt to sculpt a viable ally

against regional communist tides. The chapters underscore the precarious

balance between external influence and local agency in shaping a nation’s

destiny during colonial withdrawal and Cold War pressures.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Part Four • Washington Warrior
(1957–1963)

PART FOUR: WASHINGTON WARRIOR (1957–1963)

Chapter 18: Heartbreak Hotel

After returning to Washington, D.C., just before Christmas 1956, Edward

Lansdale found himself in a world that bore little resemblance to the one he

had left in 1950. President Eisenhower was overseeing a peaceful and

prosperous America, marked by consumer culture milestones like

Disneyland and McDonald’s. Lansdale's return was marred by personal

heartbreak; his emotional distance strained family ties, paralleling the tumult

in his work life due to Washington's evolving geopolitics. Lansdale's letters

from Vietnam, filled with anecdotes about his dog Pierre, reflect his

emotional disconnection from family and deep affection for Pat Kelly, his

long-time love interest. Lansdale’s attempts to reconcile this personal crisis

with a demanding career foreshadow the broader challenges he faces in

balancing his personal and professional lives.

Chapter 19: Guerrilla Guru
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Upon settling in Washington, Lansdale became increasingly regarded as a

maverick within the U.S. government. Despite his background and success

in psychological operations, particularly in Vietnam, Lansdale struggled to

find a new role that suited his talents under the rigid structure of Cold War

bureaucracies. His disagreements with the CIA regarding traditional

espionage methods versus building relationships based on mutual trust left

him on the fringes of power. Lansdale took up a position with the

Department of Defense, yet his ideas on counterinsurgency failed to gain

traction in a military establishment more focused on conventional warfare.

His experiences highlighted the difficulties of translating field success into

institutional acceptance back in Washington.

Chapter 20: A New War Begins

With Le Duan leading Vietnam's Communist Party, a new phase in the

Vietnam conflict began in 1959, marked by increased guerrilla activities in

South Vietnam. Lansdale returned to Vietnam briefly in early 1961,

appealing unsuccessfully for the U.S. to support Ngo Dinh Diem’s

presidency amid escalating Viet Cong activities. His suggestion to promote

political unity and strengthen South Vietnam's leadership reflected his belief

in Diem's potential as Vietnam's leader. Despite support from figures like

General Maxwell Taylor, Lansdale faced bureaucratic obstacles at home that
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limited his impact on U.S. policy towards Vietnam.

Chapter 21: The Ambassador Who Never Was

As Kennedy assumed the presidency, Lansdale's report on Vietnam pressed

the urgency of supporting Diem against the Communist threat, but it also

inadvertently cast him as a potential ambassadorial candidate—an idea he

neither endorsed nor sought. Kennedy's administration faced internal debates

over how best to handle Vietnam, balancing the promise of military

expansion with diplomatic caution. Despite admiration from some quarters,

Lansdale's diplomatic approach ultimately clashed with the military and

political landscape, leading the Kennedy administration to bypass him for

major roles such as ambassador or military advisory leader in Vietnam.

Chapter 22: The X Factor

Lansdale's inability to conform to the bureaucratic norms of McNamara's

Pentagon constricted his influence, particularly as McNamara's quantitative

approach to this “computerized” war lacked appreciation for the human

element that Lansdale championed. Despite Lansdale’s seasoned

perspectives, tensions within the Washington bureaucracy, combined with

McNamara's dismissive attitude toward more unconventional strategies,
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resulted in Lansdale becoming increasingly marginalized. His friction with

McNamara exemplified the broader struggle Lansdale faced against

institutional coldness and skepticism towards unconventional warfare

strategies in Vietnam, revealing a deepening disconnect between his insights

and the metrics-focused methodologies favored by contemporary leadership.

Chapter 23: "Worms of the World Unite"

In the wake of the Bay of Pigs disaster, Lansdale was tasked with finding

new ways to overthrow Fidel Castro through Operation Mongoose, an

initiative as ambitious as it was impractical. Despite Lansdale’s better

judgment, the operation progressed amid bureaucratic pressure for rapid

results. Haunted by the memory of his successes in Southeast Asia, Lansdale

embarked on Mongoose, hoping to leverage his reputation to gain political

advantage of a different theater. However, Mongoose was marred by

unrealistic expectations and lack of indigenous support, rendering

Lansdale’s plans ineffective and further sidelining him within Washington's

corridors of power.

Chapter 24: Washington at Its Nuttiest

By 1963, amidst rising tensions in Vietnam and against a backdrop of
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political erosion in Saigon, Lansdale found himself largely excluded from

significant decision-making processes regarding Ngo Dinh Diem. The

Kennedy administration, mired in its own political agendas and dominated

by opposing voices, overlooked Lansdale's warnings about the potential

disaster of destabilizing Diem’s regime. As internal conflicts and factional

divisiveness in Washington continued to cloud strategic judgment,

Lansdale’s appeals for a rational, informed approach went unheeded,

contributing to the tragic outcome in South Vietnam. The culmination of this

period saw Lansdale’s forced retirement, marking the end of an era for one

of America’s original counterinsurgency pioneers, whose insights ultimately

failed to penetrate the political and bureaucratic morass that had defined his

later years in public service.
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Chapter 6 Summary: Part Five • Bastard Child
(1964–1968)

In "Bastard Child," spanning 1964–1968, various significant events and

 characters in the Vietnam War period are presented through a narrative

focusing on Edward Lansdale's efforts and struggles. The assassination of

President Kennedy in 1963, three weeks after South Vietnam's Ngo Dinh

Diem's death, shocks America and unsettles the U.S.'s Vietnam policy. This

era marks Lyndon Johnson's ascent to power, determined not to lose

Vietnam as America grapples with an increased military commitment and an

intricate political scene in South Vietnam.

Following Diem's overthrow, South Vietnam experiences political chaos

with constant power struggles among its generals, hampering the supposed

American-backed stability. The unstable military leadership, compounded

by frequent coups and military dictatorships, hinders Vietnam's path to

becoming a liberal nation, inadvertently providing the Vietcong with a

strengthened foothold.

In the backdrop of turmoil, Lansdale returns to Vietnam in 1965 amid great

expectations to spearhead U.S. efforts in rejuvenating South Vietnam

through political and social reforms. However, Lansdale's power is limited;

he faces opposition from several American bureaucrats who perceive him as

an outsider and a maverick, undermining his innovative efforts in political
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and pacification strategies. His perceived bygone approach, largely

influenced by his past successes in the Philippines and Vietnam, fails to gain

traction as South Vietnam spirals into further chaos.

Lansdale's unique methods, such as using music to inspire troops and

community-led governance, find minimal impact due to limited support

from powerful bureaucratic figures like Phil Habib, Zorthian, and

Westmoreland. Despite the constraints, Lansdale remains a pivotal confidant

for many Vietnamese leaders, building substantial relations yet struggling to

assert meaningful changes amid growing U.S. military escalation.

The narrative delves into intricate descriptions of Lansdale's interactions,

including those with prominent figures like Hubert Humphrey, Lyndon

Johnson, and several Vietnamese generals. Despite being marginalized in

political influence, Lansdale remains focused on fostering a more democratic

Vietnam through fair elections and community reforms.

The unfolding of the unforgettable Tet Offensive in 1968 and the subsequent

North Vietnamese military strategies mark a turning point, exposing the

inefficacy of American firepower, ultimately contributing to a destructive

diplomatic and cultural disconnect between the United States and Vietnam.

The offensive devastates South Vietnam's urban centers like Saigon and

Hue, bringing civilian suffering and highlighting America’s deteriorating

domestic support for the war.
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Lansdale, weary and disillusioned by the political machinations and

bureaucratic sidelining, sees the inadequacies and detrimental effects of the

ongoing war strategies. His ultimate departure from Vietnam in 1968

symbolizes a personal defeat amid America's first political loss in the war.

Despite his tireless efforts to prop up South Vietnamese governance, his exit

reflects his tragic inability to influence the broader policy approaches

hampered by bureaucratic and military dominance.

The period thus encapsulates a tumultuous era of the Vietnam War marked

by the U.S.'s pivot from ambitious interventionist strategies to grappling

with the harsh realities of a protracted and unpopular conflict, amid rising

domestic dissent and political upheaval. Lansdale, amid these

transformations, represents the idealistic yet constrained approach failing to

foresee the larger geopolitical shifts eclipsing America's Cold War ventures.

Chapter Title

1964–1968

Edward Lansdale's efforts and struggles during the Vietnam War

      
        Assassination of President Kennedy and Ngo Dinh Diem in 1963
        Lyndon Johnson's rise to power, increasing U.S. military involvement
        Turmoil in South Vietnam post-Diem with frequent power struggles
        Tet Offensive in 1968 and its consequences
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Chapter Title

    

      
        Returned to Vietnam to spearhead U.S. efforts in 1965
        Faced opposition from American bureaucrats
        Limited impact due to bureaucratic resistance
      
    

      
        Music to inspire troops
        Community-led governance
        Efforts for political and social reforms
      
    

Lyndon Johnson, Hubert Humphrey, Vietnamese generals

      
        Lansdale's marginalization and eventual departure in 1968
        Reflection of broader U.S. policy failures in Vietnam
        Rising domestic dissent against the war
      
    

      This chapter highlights Edward Lansdale's attempts to stabilize South Vietnam during
a turbulent period marked by political chaos, military escalation, and bureaucratic
challenges. Despite innovative strategies, Lansdale's efforts are curbed by systemic
issues, ultimately leading to his disillusionment and representing a microcosm of U.S.
policy failures in Vietnam.
    

undefined

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Critical Thinking

Key Point: Adaptability Amidst Chaos

Critical Interpretation: Reflect on the unexpected power transitions,

frequent upheavals, and relentless bureaucratic hurdles confronting

Edward Lansdale during the Vietnam War's challenging phase.

Although besieged by evolving obstacles, Lansdale persists in his

attempts to rejuvenate South Vietnam through innovative and

community-focused reforms. Despite facing substantial resistance and

limited influence, his resilience and commitment to fostering a more

democratic society remind you of the importance of adapting to

changing scenarios. When confronted with unforeseen challenges and

continuous setbacks, take inspiration from Lansdale's steadfast

dedication to his principles. His journey illustrates how maintaining

adaptability and perseverance, even when outcomes seem uncertain,

can lead to meaningful, though sometimes small, victories. Embrace

the lessons of adaptability, recognizing that even in life's chaos, your

efforts can subtly contribute to the overarching narrative of progress

and transformation.
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Chapter 7 Summary: Part Six • The Beaten Man
(1968–1987)

PART SIX: THE BEATEN MAN (1968–1987)

Chapter 33: The War at Home

Edward Lansdale returned to the U.S. in June 1968 as America was being

rocked by unprecedented upheaval. This year brought landmark events, from

the Tet Offensive in Vietnam to civil unrest across U.S. cities, marked by the

assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy. The

turbulence seemed to signify a countercultural showdown with the

Establishment, parallel to international events like the Prague Spring in

Czechoslovakia.

After Vietnam, Lansdale experienced first-hand the domestic discontent,

especially when speaking at West Coast universities where antiwar

sentiments were rampant. Despite his nuanced views against militaristic

approaches in Vietnam, his presence incited strong reactions. Yet, his

charisma allowed him to navigate heated discussions, particularly at

Berkeley, with humor and strategic discourse.
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Despite planning a move to Hawaii to work on memoirs and training Asian

leaders, Lansdale remained in Washington instead, likely due to familial ties.

Lansdale's stability was now at home, adapting to a quieter life, his canine

companion Canbo symbolizing this transition.

While working on his memoir for Harper & Row, Lansdale grappled with

the challenge of capturing his complex career without exposing sensitive

secrets. Despite a looming deadline, his narrative spanned years his years

from 1950 to 1968. However, emotional wounds and editorial constraints led

him to omit parts of his Vietnam experience.

Lansdale’s attempts to influence U.S. policy began losing traction as Nixon

and Kissinger pursued their own Vietnam strategy, valuing strategic over

democratic considerations, unlike Lansdale's focus on representative

governance for South Vietnam. Disillusioned, Lansdale's influence waned in

America's shifting priorities.

As Vietnam policy shifted under Nixon, discernible changes marked

America’s approach. Troop withdrawals, military strategy adjustments, and

peace negotiations exemplified the nuanced, if controversial, path

undertaken. Despite criticism and significant losses, Nixon introduced a

"decent interval" strategy, aiming to preserve U.S. dignity upon exiting

Vietnam.
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Lansdale was notably hurt by the Pentagon Papers scandal in 1971, which

exposed U.S. secrets and implicated him by exposing his clandestine efforts.

Understanding the domestic backlash, he maintained a cautious friendship

with Daniel Ellsberg, who had leaked the documents. The scandal

exacerbated Nixon’s paranoia, setting in motion events that would culminate

in Watergate.

Reflecting on a tumultuous decade, Lansdale found himself retired,

marginalized, and grappling with the fallout of a public life intertwined with

controversial national policies.

Chapter 34: A Defeat in Disguise

The symbolic fire that engulfed Edward Lansdale’s study in early 1972

prefigured his fading legacy amidst Vietnam’s impending collapse. His

memoirs were ready in time for release, but these, too, were ultimately

overshadowed by the political climate.

Lansdale’s published work, although an insightful account of influence and

strategy, omitted critical controversies including his CIA role or his personal

relationships, which reviewers noted. Despite genuine intentions to bolster

Asian allies, his work was criticized for redacting history.
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Meanwhile, Nixon's groundbreaking visits to China and Russia in 1972

largely redefined Cold War geopolitics, but indirectly emboldened North

Vietnam. The subsequent communist offensive tested South Vietnamese

resilience severely, threatened defeat averted only by substantial U.S.

military aid and air strikes.

But it took a personal toll on Lansdale with both losses in Vietnam and

closer to home. Early in the summer of 1972, his close colleague John Paul

Vann tragically died in a helicopter crash, and his wife Helen passed away

amidst failing health.

Lansdale found himself abruptly alone, questioning his life’s work. Yet,

almost unexpectedly, he rekindled his romance with Pat Kelly, his longtime

Filipino companion. Her move to the United States hinted at a fresh start,

alleviating his midlife loneliness after Helen’s death.

Their subsequent marriage in 1973 marked a personal redemption arc, even

as South Vietnam's trajectory condemned it to eventual defeat. U.S.

disengagement left Saigon vulnerable, and the later 1975 communist victory

underscored Lansdale’s mission’s collapse.

Compounding the turmoil, Marcos’s imposition of martial law in the

Philippines suggested corruption lingering beyond Lansdale's control,

imperilling reforms he pioneered. Although he publicly hoped for the best,
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Lansdale’s skepticism about Asia’s political future hinted at entrenched

unresolved conflicts.

Amidst systemic chaos, Lansdale retained his conviction of preventing a

superficial peace from discrediting American sacrifices in Vietnam.

However, with resignation, he watched geopolitics unfold beyond his ideals,

offering shelter to old allies amidst widespread Southeast Asia disarray.

And thus, the arc closed on Lansdale’s public life—captured in fleeting

truths and overshadowed by unfulfilled missions as the countries he

cherished charted questionable futures.
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Chapter 8: Afterword: Lansdalism in the Twenty-First
Century

Afterword: Lansdalism in the Twenty-First Century

Edward Lansdale, a notable figure in American military history, spent much

of his life advocating for a nuanced approach to counterinsurgency warfare,

emphasizing the need to win the support of the local populace rather than

just engaging in direct conflict. During the Vietnam War, Lansdale observed

that while American forces focused on defeating enemy troops, adversaries

like the Viet Cong were busy winning the hearts and minds of the people.

This oversight, according to Lansdale, undermined the U.S. efforts in

Vietnam as they failed to create a government that the people perceived as

their own.

Following the Vietnam War, interest in counterinsurgency sharply declined.

By 1980, Lansdale lamented that military training on the subject had been

reduced to a meager one-week course. This shift away from

counterinsurgency had dire consequences during the early years of the Iraq

War (2003-2006), when a conventional military approach led to a growing

insurgency. It wasn't until General David Petraeus implemented strategies

reminiscent of Lansdale's ideas—albeit without directly crediting him—that

U.S. forces saw temporary success during the 2007 "surge." Petraeus
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underscored the importance of engaging local populations and advocated for

measured military force to avoid unnecessary loss of life.

While the reintroduction of "Lansdalist" ideas yielded some success in Iraq,

Lansdale's concerns about overwhelming local initiatives with large-scale

American presence rang true. He argued for a lighter, more supportive role

that empowered local populations, which was not the case in Iraq and

Afghanistan, where extensive American infrastructure seemed to stifle local

autonomy. Success stories, like American advisory missions in El Salvador

and Colombia, paralleled the more modest involvement Lansdale

championed.

Despite some resurgence of Lansdalism, U.S. strategy in the early

twenty-first century was characterized by a preference for drone strikes and

Special Operations raids. These tactics, effective in eliminating leaders, were

less successful in dismantling resilient organizations such as Al Qaeda and

the Taliban. Lansdale had warned that military action alone could not win

wars among the people. Indeed, U.S. attempts at democratization in Iraq and

Afghanistan often reinforced corrupt local power structures, which in turn

fueled insurgencies.

Lansdale's disillusionment post-Vietnam, expressed back in 1971, seemed to

persist into the twenty-first century. The inability of the U.S. to positively

influence allied state leaders mirrored past failures with South Vietnam's
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Ngo Dinh Diem and later with Afghanistan's Hamid Karzai and Iraq's Nouri

al-Maliki. Lansdale had called for American representatives who possessed a

combination of dedication, empathy, and cultural sensitivity to effectively

navigate complex political landscapes and reduce corruption without causing

diplomatic rifts.

Though Lansdale was not known for systematic writings, a few key

principles from his career can be extracted, labeled here as “the three L’s”: 

1. Learn: Lansdale believed in deeply understanding the local society,

 valuing real connections over superficial language skills. His approach often

involved integrating with local communities to grasp their motivations and

aspirations.

2. Like: He fostered genuine relationships with key figures like the

 Philippines’ Ramon Magsaysay and Vietnam's Diem, emphasizing personal

connection and loyalty.

3. Listen: Rather than dictating terms, Lansdale engaged in active

 listening, allowing his counterparts to express their viewpoints and subtly

steering conversations to align with American interests while crediting his

ideas as theirs.

Lansdale's methods underscored a low-key, patient approach to foreign
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relations, contrasting with more conventional bureaucratic tactics. His

legacy suggests a skill set valuable in modern insurgency contexts, where

large military deployments are less feasible. Training operatives in the art of

"friendly persuasion" and intimate cultural engagement could provide the

U.S. with strategic advantages in nurturing international alliances and

combating insurgencies. Lansdale’s life offers a case study in balancing the

hard and soft components of international relations—lessons as relevant

today as they were during his time.
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